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1


This was the second stupidest thing she had ever done in her entire life. But since this stupid thing was going to remedy the first, Gloria Parker cut herself a tiny sliver of slack.


This was necessary, she reminded herself, running her hands down the front of her white t-shirt, wincing when she brushed bruises. Life and death. Hers.


Her rusty little car was packed with her meager belongings. She wouldn’t be going “home” tonight.


“It’s going to be fine,” she assured herself, stepping onto the skinny front porch of the bar. Remo’s was the favorite—and only—bar in the town of Benevolence. Built like a log cabin, the cedar-shingled exterior invited thirsty patrons inside with its hand-painted sign and cozy patio off the righthand side. Its only view was the gravel parking lot, but if you were visiting Remo’s, you weren’t worried about ambiance. You were there to catch up with your neighbors. Enjoy a pitcher. Sample a plate of hot wings. Or, in his case, drink until you couldn’t see straight.


She was twenty-seven years old and had never once stepped foot in Remo’s. There were a lot of things she hadn’t done. Yet. And one reason for all of it. Today, it all ended, and her life could finally begin.


It was spring. Early enough that she could still feel a few curling tendrils of winter in the air. Spring meant new beginnings. As the sun went down over the town she’d been born and raised in, so would the curtain on ten years of stupid. Ten years of pain. Ten years of a history that she was ashamed of.


Gloria swallowed hard. “You can do this,” she whispered. With a shaking hand, she pulled the thick wood door open, ignoring the purple welts around her wrist. She’d gotten good at that. Ignoring. Pretending.


She stepped through the doorway and into her future.


Cozy, not seedy, she thought. Wood paneled walls showcased beer signs and pictures of Benevolence over the decades. There was a skinny strip of stage against the back wall. A crowd of mostly empty tables and chairs clustered around the pine floor. The glass door on the right led to a patio for warm weather socializing. But her attention was on the big man hunched over the bar.


Glenn Diller.


Judging from the slump in his shoulders, he’d either left work early, or he’d been laid off again from the factory and neglected to tell her. Either way, he’d been drinking for hours.


She took a shaky breath and let it out. It was now or never. And she wouldn’t survive never.


The bartender, Titus, was an older man she recognized as the father of one of her classmates. His son had just finished law school in Washington, D.C. And here was Gloria, still frozen in time. Titus spotted her, and his gaze slid uneasily to Glenn.


He knew. Everyone knew. It was part of the shame Gloria feared she would never shed. But she had to try.


Sophie Adler, crackling with energy, danced behind the bar, tying her raven hair in a tail. “Sorry I’m late, Titus. Josh hid my car keys in the toilet again.”


Titus grunted and reached for the tip jar without taking his eyes off Glenn. He was expecting trouble.


Gloria prayed to God the man was wrong.


She cleared her throat. “Glenn.” His name came out clear as a bell with a confidence Gloria didn’t know she still possessed.


He turned slowly on his stool, an empty shot glass and a beer in front of him. His eyes were bloodshot already.


He focused in on her and lurched to his feet. “The fuck you doing here?”


That guttural growl, the threat of violence it carried, had cowed her for years. But not today. Today she was immune.


She wanted this. She reminded herself. She needed this.


She watched the man she’d fallen for at seventeen, the man she’d let systematically strip her of everything right down to her dignity, approach. Alcohol and a feeling that life owed him more had made his high school muscle bulky and bloated. It had dulled his eyes, sallowed his skin. He looked a decade older than his thirty years.


Glenn listed to the right as he shuffled toward her. Drunk but still capable of inflicting so much damage. That’s why they were here. Not in the shabby trailer they shared where no one paid any attention to the sounds of fists and screams.


Here, there were witnesses. Here, there were people who might help.


She put an empty table between them, the hair prickling on the back of her neck.


“What the fuck are you doing here?” he demanded again. His bark drew the eyes of everyone in the bar.


“I’m leaving,” she said quietly. “I’m leaving, and I’m not coming back, and if you ever touch me again, I’m going to the police.” The words poured out like water rushing over the falls. They’d been lodged in her throat for so long they’d strangled her.


His once handsome face twisted into a gruesome grimace. His cheeks flushed red. The veins in his neck corded into a topographical map. But they weren’t within the walls of his trailer. They had an audience.


It was a thin veneer of protection, and Gloria clung to it.


He laughed, a slow, dangerous wheeze. “You’re going to be very, very sorry.”


A chill ran through her body, lodging itself like an iceberg in her heart. She’d made a miscalculation. Her eyes flicked to Sophie behind the bar. The woman was watching her. She nodded toward the phone. A subtle signal.


Gloria gave a small shake of her head.


No. She needed to do this on her own. Make the break.


“Glenn. I’m serious. We’re done. You’re done hurting me. It’s never happening again. If you try it, I’ll take out a restraining order against you.”


He’d been a king on the basketball court in high school. Big, mean, aggressive. He’d fought his way to win after win. She’d thought winning fueled him, that hero’s adoration. But instead, it was the attention, the recognition that he was someone not to be messed with. A man. Respect through fear. Just like his father. His father drank and beat his wife…until his untimely death of a heart attack at forty-five. So Glenn drank and beat his girlfriend. Because that’s what men did.


He reached across the table quick as a snake, his meaty hand settling on her arm in a painful grip. “Let’s go have ourselves a little talk,” he said pleasantly. But there was menace behind the words, laced like poison ivy around the trunk of a tree.


Gloria fought against his hold. It always started the same, that hand wrapping its way around her upper arm and choking the blood out of it. The last three months had been so bad she’d never healed. Just bruises on top of bruises.


“Stop it,” she gritted out, desperate to yank her arm free. But it was a comedy, her small frame trying to deny his hulking strength.


He towed her toward the door like a man with a dog.


“Gonna settle up?” Titus called nervously after them.


Glenn didn’t deign to answer, just shoved the front door open so hard it bounced off the wooden, shingled exterior.


She fought in earnest now as he dragged her toward his pickup at the back of the lot. Her sneakers slipped and stumbled over the gravel.


“Let go of me!”


He tossed her against the side of his truck. Her spine jarred at the impact. “You belong to me, Gloria Parker. You don’t get to leave. Ever.”


“You don’t even love me,” she shouted the truth in his face. He didn’t know what love was. She wasn’t sure if she did either.


“I don’t have to love you. I own you,” he hissed.


Every warning bell she’d developed to alert her to his changes in moods, to danger, clanged to life in her head.


“You don’t,” she told him. “You don’t own me. You have to let me go.”


“I don’t have to do shit,” he slurred.


The backhand caught her by surprise, stunning her. She shook it off as she had so many others and pushed him back. She had to fight now like never before. Her life was at stake.


“You stupid fucking bitch. Ungrateful slut,” he breathed, shoving a hand into her hair and pulling it until she yelped. He liked when she cried. Liked when she was terrified. He wanted her to know that he had the power to end her life.


“I’m leaving you,” she said, through chattering teeth. He’d never hurt her in public before. But, then again, she’d never tried leaving him before.


“I warned you!” It was a shout of rage that carried across the parking lot.


Benevolence was a town of good people who worked hard and cared about their neighbors. He was a stain on them all and proud of it. But there was no one here to help her. It was her against him. Until the police that Sophie probably—dear God, please—called. She just needed to hang in there for a few minutes.


Gloria shoved against his chest with all her strength, but his meaty fists closed around her arms, shaking her until the back of her head hit the truck window. With a bleak realization, she knew she didn’t have minutes.


“Hey!” She heard a voice snap through the air. A woman. Blonde hair.


But Glenn was obstructing her view. “Mind your own business, nosy whore.”


“Glenn—” Gloria gasped.


“I’m sick of hearing it!” he said. His face was fire-enginered with rage. He gripped her by the throat, lifting her off her feet.


Her air was cut off. She felt the pressure build in her head, watched the black creep in on the edges of her vision. Her feet swung uselessly, inches from the ground. It couldn’t end this way. Her life couldn’t stop at his brutish hands. She wouldn’t be just another sad statistic.


Weakly she reached for the hand around her throat. Everything was starting to go gray as her lungs screamed for oxygen.


With the last of her strength, she lashed her foot out and connected with his bad knee. At the same time, she saw a flash of blonde, and Glenn was dropping her to the ground. She landed in a crumpled heap. The gravel bit into her legs, her side, but she was too busy sucking in broken breaths to notice.


There was a commotion behind her—shouts and curses—but it sounded so far away. She rolled over onto her back and stared up at the spring sunset coating the sky in pinks and oranges.


Never again.
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The stiff paper covering the exam table crinkled under her legs. She was cold in the anonymous gown designed to make examining bodies easy, impersonal. The curtain dividing bed from door was made out of the same threadbare, blue material. There was a poster of a basket of golden retriever puppies on the wall. Innocent and happy. Tongues lolling.


In that moment, Gloria felt as though she were a stranger to innocence and happiness.


She thought about her alter ego, The Gloria Who Left Glenn After the First Time. At this very minute, that girl would be meeting friends for beers—no, martinis—in some swank bar that no one had ever heard of in a city that everyone wanted to live in. She’d proudly walk inside in shoes that would make other women whisper, “I don’t know how she does it.” Pay for a round of drinks with her own money. Spend the rest of the night laughing and dancing.


But this Gloria? Was someplace else entirely.


Her body ached, but the pain felt dull, far away. As if it belonged to someone else. She was empty, cold. There was no sense of the victory, the pride she’d expected to feel. She’d done it. Almost died in the process. But she’d left Glenn Diller. And others had paid the price. The blonde woman from the parking lot had been knocked unconscious. Luke Garrison had stepped into the fight. And now the town doctor had kindly canceled her evening plans to examine Gloria’s bruised and battered body, saving her an expensive trip to the emergency room. She wondered if her freedom was already a bigger inconvenience than her abuse had ever been.


Why couldn’t she feel anything?


The door to the little room opened, and Dr. Dunnigan poked her head around the curtain, her frizzy, strawberryblonde curls rioting above her ivory skin.


“I hope this means you finally left the bastard.”


Sturdy and brisk, Trish Dunnigan suffered no fools except for the perennially foolish Gloria Parker. The woman had given Gloria her booster shots in elementary school. And for the past few years had met her in the grocery store parking lot—one of the only places Gloria was allowed to go—to examine and treat her injuries.


Dr. Dunnigan had been the voice of judgment-free reason when everyone else had given up or been chased off.


He will kill you. He’s escalating. It’s a textbook abuse cycle. He’s going to kill you, Gloria. Soon.


She’d told Gloria that a week ago while fixing her dislocated shoulder. Still she’d stayed. It hurt too much to think about leaving. About doing anything different.


And then last night, it had all changed.


It was just a kid and his friends playing music a little too loud in his first car two trailers down. But to Glenn, it was a reason to posture. He’d ripped him out of his car, thrown him on the ground, and screamed in his face about trying to sleep and peace and quiet and respect.


Humiliation. He dealt in it. Gloria. His co-workers. His mother. Strangers who served him food or expected to be paid for services. There were people in this world who couldn’t feel big unless they were making someone else feel small.


He’d dehumanized her, made her so small she’d all but disappeared. And when she’d tried to stop him last night, he’d thrown her to the ground next to the boy and spat on them both. Stripping them both of their power, their humanity, their worth.


He’d waited until she’d followed him back to the trailer before he slapped her and pushed her down, kicking her once. But he’d spent most of his anger on the boy and, deeming her of no consequence, sat back down to finish watching TV.


And then today, she’d packed her things, retrieved her small stash of cash she’d hidden behind the trailer’s broken skirting, and left the bastard.


“It’s over,” Gloria returned numbly.


All business, Dr. Dunnigan checked her pulse, the dilation of her pupils. She pulled out her stethoscope, cool green eyes skimming what Gloria knew was a necklace of bruises forming around her throat.


The door flew open and bounced off the wall, temporarily obscuring the basket of puppies. Sara Parker, still in her hairstylist apron, burst into the room. For a woman never prone to dramatics, it was quite the entrance.


“Oh, God. Gloria. Mija!” Gloria didn’t want to see the pity in her mother’s eyes. Didn’t want to acknowledge that her pain hurt her mother as viciously as if it were her own. “When I got that phone call, I thought he’d killed you.”


The words broke down the walls of her shock, and hot tears spilled over onto her cold, pale cheeks. “I’m sorry,” Gloria whispered as the thin, strong bands of her mother’s arms welcomed her.


“My sweet girl. Are you done? Is this the end?” Sara asked.


She nodded. “It’s over. He’s in jail.”


“Good.” Sara swore colorfully in Spanish and then promptly closed the book on her anger. “You’ll stay with me. I’ll make chicken noodle soup.”


“My bags are already at your house,” Gloria confessed with a ghost of a smile. Even after all these years of estrangement, Gloria had known she could go home. With Glenn gone, her mother would be safe.


“Mm-hmm,” Dr. Dunnigan harrumphed. “Now, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Parker, I’d like to continue examining my patient.”


Sara cupped Gloria’s face in her hands. “Welcome home, mjia. I’ll wait for you outside.”


“Thank you, Mama.”


A little of the cold in her soul faded. The sliver of fear dulled just a bit.


“Ooof,” the doctor tut-tutted when she looked at Gloria’s side where the gravel had abraded her skin. “It hurts now. But you’ll heal,” she predicted.


Gloria hoped the woman meant inside and out. Because right now, she wasn’t sure if she’d ever feel normal again. Hell, she didn’t even remember what normal was. What did her future look like? A girl who had barely graduated high school, never worked, and handed over any sense of self-respect to a monster. What kind of a place was there for her in this world?


In silence she bore the humiliation of the exam, so familiar, somehow again dehumanizing—being reduced to injuries that she wished she’d been strong enough to prevent.


Dr. Dunnigan’s fingers clicked away officially on her laptop, updating her records. “Pictures,” she said, peering over her reading glasses. She had always refused the doctor’s offer to document her injuries before. She’d never told Dr. Dunnigan that she had her own documentation, hidden away. Every bruise, every sprain, every broken bone. There had been days when she thought she’d never use it, never leave.


But she had.


“What am I going to do?” Her voice was hoarse as much from emotion as Glenn’s brutish hands.


“You’re not going to worry about making decisions today and for a while,” Dr. Dunnigan said briskly. She shut her laptop and opened a drawer to pull out a small digital camera. “You made the hardest decision today. Now it’s time to heal, rest, remember who you are without him.”


Was she anyone without him? Was poor little Gloria Parker anybody without the stigma of abuse? Did she even exist in this world anymore?


“I feel like a ghost,” she confessed softly.


Dr. Dunnigan helped her to her feet. “Feel real enough to me. Give yourself some time to heal, kiddo. Inside takes a lot longer than outside.”


Gloria lifted her chin so the doctor could record the garish handprints around her neck and closed her eyes when the motion made her dizzy.


The camera shutter clicked quietly.


“Today you’re not a victim. Today you’re a survivor.”
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He felt his legs warm as the pavement blurred beneath his feet. His muscles hummed as he pushed harder. Benevolence, Maryland, his town since birth, clipped past as he outran his demons. Cozy houses sat on pretty green lawns that butted up against tree-lined streets.


It was April, and the rain that had plagued them for a week straight had abated, giving way to one perfect day of sunshine and eighty-degree weather. Aldo Moretta had ducked out of the office an hour early to take advantage of it with a run.


He raised a hand to the hugely pregnant Carol Ann who sat in her driveway in a lawn chair while her husband, Carl, a stick figure of a man, weeded the front flower bed. Carol Ann wiggled her fingers at him.


There were a lot of things Aldo couldn’t control. Which is why he took very good care of the things he could. Like his body. He’d fine-tuned himself into an athletic machine with a six-minute mile and a three-hundred-and-fifteen-pound overhead squat. He made himself strong and quick and ready. In four weeks’ time, he’d be calling on it all. His National Guard unit was deploying—his fourth time.


He turned the corner and fished the biscuit out of his pocket at the excited yaps coming from behind Peggy Sue Marsico’s three-foot-tall picket fence. Smiegel the Beagle wagged his white-tipped tail in a blur. He tossed the treat and watched Smiegel catch it mid-air in a super-dog, ears-out dive. He grinned as the dog pranced proudly through the ferns, prize between his teeth.


Next door to Peggy Sue’s beige and blue ranch was Lincoln Reed’s place. Once an old gas station, the fire chief had transformed it into a killer bachelor pad. Linc made it his mission in life to bachelor the hell out of every eligible woman in the tri-county area. He was a charming, friendly commitmentphobe.


Linc was a blast to hang out with. It was too bad that he and Aldo’s best friend, Luke, could barely tolerate the sight of each other.


“What’s up, Moretta?” Linc called out, raising a beer while spraying down his truck with the hose. “Want a beer?”


“Maybe after a few more miles,” Aldo called back.


“Swing back,” Linc said, turning the hose on a grateful Aldo before switching back to the gleaming pickup.


With a wave, He was off again. He tuned into his footfalls as he skirted the cemetery. He didn’t look at the grave. Didn’t have to. Every time he passed this stretch of gently rolling green dotted with white headstones, he remembered.


The years that separated him from the moment he found Luke curled around his wife’s headstone, an empty six-pack next to him, disappeared. He’d held his friend while sobs racked the man’s body as the grief he’d bottled burst through his cracks. They never spoke of that moment. They didn’t have to. They were brothers without the blood. They’d traded life saves back and forth like kids traded baseball cards or Pokémon shit.


“Hey there, handsome!” Valerie Washington was seventythree years old, looked like she was fifty, and acted like she was eighteen. She waved a margarita glass from her front porch where she was perched with a stack of romance novels and biographies, her fresh haul from the library.


“When are you going to divorce Mr. Washington and marry me?” Aldo demanded, jogging in place and flexing for her.


She slid her oversized prescription sunglasses down her nose and gave him a wink.


“When he stops being excellent in bed,” she shot back.


Aldo blew her a kiss and pressed on, finally winding his way onto the lake trail. Benevolence was slowly waking up to spring. Green buds sprouted in the canopy above him while his feet raced over last year’s leaves. Beginnings and endings.


And just like that, his thoughts turned to Gloria Parker. It had been a week since everything changed. A week of torture. Wanting something so badly. Knowing that he couldn’t have it, try for it. Not yet. He’d left town last weekend under the guise of a fishing trip so he wouldn’t show up on her mother’s front porch begging to see Her. Instead, he’d paced a cabin in West Virginia for forty-eight hours straight and ran himself into the ground on the mountain trails until he was too exhausted to even think about inserting himself into her life.


No. She needed time. Time to herself, to heal. He’d be patient. Just as he’d been since high school. Besides, Glenn could slide right through again. Could end up winning her back again. If that happened, Aldo knew he wouldn’t be able to stay out of it.


He felt the afternoon sun on his face, the sweat as it rolled down his back and, for the first time in a long time, felt hopeful about being patient.


“You keep runnin’ like that, you’ll puke.” Deputy Ty Adler, the man who had the distinct pleasure of placing Glenn Diller under arrest, joined him at the Y in the trail. He was wearing a Benevolence PD ball cap and a Not-So-Polar Plunge t-shirt.


“How’s it going, deputy?”


“Just fine. Just fine,” Ty drawled.


Ty had moved to Benevolence in high school, laid eyes on teenage Sophie Garrison, and fallen flat on his face in love. It had taken him a couple of years to drag a commitment out of her, but they were happy, their little family of three.


Aldo was ready for his own happy.


“Heard you had some excitement last week,” Aldo pressed, slowing his pace a touch to conversational speed.


Ty was in good shape, just not quite Moretta good shape.


“Finally got to put that asshole behind bars,” Ty said cheerfully. “Must have been good news to you.” Aldo didn’t have to see beneath his friend’s sunglasses to know the man was looking at him.


“About damn time.”


“Seems I recall you and Diller going head to head a time or two right after high school,” Ty mused. Folks in Benevolence called it fishing.


Aldo’s hands closed into fists at the memory. “We were just kids then,” he answered vaguely.


“And I seem to recall you getting piss-faced drunk after one shoving match,” Ty reminded him.


“Nothing wrong with your memory,” Aldo quipped, picking up the pace. He hid a grin as Ty’s wheezing instantly increased while he fought to keep up.


“Come on, man. Don’t turn on the afterburners.”


“Give me one good reason.”


“He’s not gettin’ out.”


Aldo stopped, and Ty smacked right into him. “Jesus, how do you do this without water?” Ty gasped, twisting open the mangled water bottle he carried. He guzzled deeply and handed it over to Aldo.


Aldo drank and waited for Ty to get to the fucking point.


“Anyway, as I was saying. Diller’s not sliding on this. He attacked another woman, and she’s fired up enough to press charges. Doc’s testifying. Our boy Luke’s a witness.”


Aldo swallowed hard and forced his fingers to relax on the bottle.


“Gloria’s charging him, too,” Ty continued. “Turns out she’s got photos of every beating for the past few years.”


The water bottle didn’t stand a chance. Water gushed over his fingers, cramped in a death grip on the plastic. Every beating for the past few years…


Where the fuck had he been? Why hadn’t he stopped it?


“Aw, man. No need to be wasteful,” thirsty Ty mourned. “How is she?” Aldo asked, his voice ragged.


Ty clapped a hand on his shoulder. They’d never talked about Aldo’s feelings for Gloria. Hell, no one really knew there were any feelings. But Ty was sharper than his southern drawl let on. “She’s good. Real good. Stopped in to see her yesterday. Glenn won’t make bail. His mama’s got nothing to put up for him, and the judge wasn’t feeling very friendly towards him on account of him calling her a stupid bitch at his arraignment. So unless he can cough up $200,000, he’s gonna rot in a cell until his trial.”


“Fucker,” Aldo swore quietly.


“Gloria’s good, though. This time is different,” Ty predicted.


Aldo hoped to all that was fucking good and right in this world that his friend was correct. Neither he nor Gloria could survive another round.


[image: images]


ALDO JOGGED up the stone steps to the front porch of his Craftsman bungalow and pulled open the screen door. Sweaty, thirsty, and now more hopeful than he had been, he loped down the hallway to the kitchen in the back. He filled a glass straight from the tap, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and returned to the porch. Dropping down onto a chair that wouldn’t disintegrate under his sweat, he propped his feet up on the railing.


He thought of Luke and the rumors that his recluse of an almost-brother was shacking up with a stranger. The stranger who played a role in taking down Gloria’s abusive asshole. He needed to touch base, catch up. Find out if Luke had suffered a head trauma and invited a psychotic woman into his home. Or if some miracle had occurred and his friend was finally loosening his grip on grief.


He had let his own life shit take the lead this week. It was time to check back in.


The neighborhood noise buzzed quietly around him. Pauletta’s lawnmower coughing to life. Roberta Shawn’s kids begging for popsicles.


He’d bought the house two years ago and, unlike his frozen-in-time friend Luke, had immediately started renovating. He had tweaked and painted and reconfigured until the four-bedroom house was ready. He believed. Aldo Moretta was putting it out there to the universe. He believed.


He was ready for the rest of his life to begin. He wanted the wife, the family, the backyard barbecues. He wanted neighbor kids playing capture the flag in his backyard. And he wanted every last one of those things with Gloria Parker.
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“Mama, I’m going…out.” Gloria called, studying herself in the reflection of the mirror propped against the wall in her childhood bedroom. The walls were still the same aqua that she’d enthusiastically slathered all over the room for her fourteenth birthday. Her bold fuchsia and raspberry accessories were still scattered about. Echoes of a different girl. Brave, vibrant, goofy, unbelievably naïve.


She didn’t recognize any traces of that girl inside or out as she adjusted the cheery floral scarf around her neck. It added a little something to her plain t-shirt and jeans while camouflaging the gruesome bruises that had faded to a lovely jaundice color around her neck. “I shouldn’t be gone longer than an hour.”


Her mother, slim and sad, appeared in her open doorway.


“You know you don’t have to report to me,” Sara reminded her.


She dropped her gaze to the pink toenails on display in her flip-flops. Her mother had treated her to a pedicure—and a cell phone—as soon as she was well enough to leave the house. Gloria had spent the entire time shoving away the feelings of guilt and fear that swept over her.


“I know,” she said sadly. “It’s going to take some time.”


Her mother came up behind her, slipping an affectionate arm around her waist. Sara had the beautiful coloring and luxurious dark hair of her Mexican mama. Today, Sara looked younger than her own daughter.


“No one is going to push you to do anything you’re not ready to.”


“I know, Mama.” She did know. But knowing it and feeling it were two different things. Part of her felt like she was still trapped in that dingy trailer with the man who’d turned monster.


“Good,” Sara approved. “I’ll continue to remind you until you don’t need reminding.”


She gave her mother a small smile. When the situation called for it, Sara could be tenacious, pushy even. “Let’s promise to be honest with each other,” she begged. Gloria didn’t want things sugar coated for her protection. She didn’t want to be the weak one anymore. She could face the truth and probably survive it.


“Okay.” Sara nodded. “I’ll go first. You’re too skinny. Too tired. You need good food and rest and time. Ten years isn’t going to be easy to overcome. But now that I have you back, I’m never letting go. Not even if you try to slip away again. I will fight for you this time.”


For a second, Gloria saw the whole mess through her mother’s eyes. The alienation. The distance. The pain of watching her only child lose herself to a man who was incapable of taking care. A daughter too weak to stand up for herself, Gloria thought wryly. “I’m so sorry, Mama.”


“For what, love?”


“For hurting you. For disappointing you.”


Her mother tsked. “You know what I see there?” she asked, studying their reflection.


“What?”


“Two very beautiful women who are going to have a very good life.”


Gloria felt her lips quirk at the corners. “I hope you’re right.”


Sara turned Gloria to face her. “Have faith, mija. You’re here now. That’s a start.”


Gloria felt the burn of tears. “Thank you for taking me back, Mama.” This was her second chance. She wasn’t going to need a third.


Sara rolled her eyes at the thanks that wasn’t necessary. “Go do your thing. Then come back. We’ll drink wine, and I’ll make salsa.”


It was a real smile now. “I’ll pick up the tortilla chips,” she promised.
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GLORIA STRAIGHTENED her shoulders and reached up to adjust the scarf again. She was more nervous standing here in the street, staring at the rambling three-story brick home, than she had been at Remo’s the night she left Glenn.


“Shit,” she muttered, losing her gumption and hurrying down the sidewalk. She’d take a stroll around the block, talk herself into it.


“Get it together, Gloria,” she told herself as her feet carefully avoided each sidewalk crack. “She’s not going to break your arm or strangle you.” Morbid pep talk out of the way, She rounded the block and took slow, deep breaths. By the time she found herself in front of the house again, she felt calmer… or at least slightly less crazy.


The woman was there on the porch, sweeping a winter’s worth of debris off the wide planks. Harper Wilde, Deputy Adler—Ty, as he’d insisted—had told her. Harper, the stranger who had stepped in and saved her life in that parking lot, was now living with the reclusive Luke Garrison. There was a story there, but Gloria wasn’t sure if she could ask for it.


She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to bother you, but Ty told me where I could find you,” Gloria called.


Harper leaned the broom against the railing and wiped her hands on the seat of her jeans. “Gloria, right?” she asked with a quick smile.


Gloria nodded. “I wasn’t sure you’d recognize me. We weren’t…”


“Formally introduced?” Harper supplied with a friendly wiggle of her eyebrows.


Gloria felt herself relax muscle by muscle. “Exactly. I hope you don’t mind me stopping by.”


“Not at all! You’re giving me the perfect excuse to quit cleaning,” Harper said, stepping off the porch. “Do you have time to come inside?”


Gloria hadn’t expected an invitation inside. Hell, she’d expected a curt reaction from a battered woman who blamed her for the bruises. But Harper was moving around like she was used to a good ol’ physical assault. “Um, sure. If you’re sure you don’t mind?”


“I would love some company,” Harper insisted. “Especially if you tell me you haven’t had lunch yet because I’m starving.”


On cue, Gloria’s stomach growled. “Oh, um. I don’t know if I should…” It was a knee-jerk reaction. There were no spontaneous invitations accepted when Glenn was waiting for her, timing her at the grocery store, or worse, tracking her down in public and dragging her home.


But this was her second chance. And damn it, she was taking it. Even if her heart was in her throat and the idea of walking into that house made her want to barf all over the sidewalk. She was used to fear. It had been her constant companion this last decade. Now was her chance, her choice.


“Please?” Harper cocked her head to the side. “I’d love to have some company.”


Gloria nodded, unable to speak. What the hell kind of company would she be? Was she even capable of making small talk? She should have just written a nice apology/thank you letter to Harper instead of trying to do this face-to-face.


Harper grinned. “Come on in.”


Gloria’s body still sang with minor aches and pains as she climbed the steps, but she was getting better. She was healing. This visit was part of the healing. Thanking and apologizing to the woman who’d been marred by her own personal violent nightmare.


Still, a letter would have done the job.


The front door opened into an empty foyer. The rooms on either side were bare except for a flat-screen TV and an antique sofa that looked about as comfortable as a cinder block. It felt like an abandoned house. No pictures on the wall, no furniture to speak of. There was a story here, too. Gloria was sure of it. But they were a long way away from story-swapping friends.


She followed Harper back the hallway on lovely, worn hardwood floors to the pretty and—again—bare kitchen. Harper grabbed two plates from a cabinet and stacked them on the island. “Can you grab the bread for me?” she asked, unpacking sandwich ingredients from the refrigerator.


Gloria blinked and reached for the loaf of bread on the counter. She’d expected to come here and apologize, taking her lumps and the blame. Not make herself at home in a virtual stranger’s house and make herself a sandwich.


Harper pushed a cutting board and ripe tomato into Gloria’s hands. “Would you mind slicing this?”


“Sure,” Gloria said, staring at the glossy red skin of the tomato, wondering what alternate dimension she’d walked into.


Gloria sliced, and Harper buzzed around the kitchen. “Roast beef okay with you?”


“Sure.” Gloria said again, kicking herself for her limited conversational abilities. For the love of God, come up with a different word! “But you really don’t have to go to all this trouble.” Good. A whole sentence. Nice work.


“Well, you’re helping,” Harper insisted with a wink. She dropped a dollop of mayonnaise on two slices of bread. “So what brings you to Luke’s unfurnished abode?”


Gloria laughed softly. “It is kind of Spartan,” she observed.


“I don’t know if he’s a minimalist or what,” Harper confessed.


“Commitment phobic?” Gloria suggested.


“Even when it comes to furniture, it seems,” Harper agreed. She handed Gloria a plated sandwich. “Water or soda?”


“Water, please,” Gloria answered automatically. There. She remembered her manners.


They ate side-by-side on barstools at the island. The only seats available.


Gloria tried to focus on the sandwich, but the words she needed to say were bubbling up in her throat. “Harper, I just wanted to thank you,” she said, breaking the silence.


Harper swiped bread crumbs off of her lower lip. “You’re welcome. But it’s just a sandwich.”


Gloria laughed. “Not just for the sandwich, which is really good, by the way. For helping me with Glenn at Remo’s. It’s been going on for so long, or at least I’ve let it go on so long, that I felt like everyone had stopped seeing me.”


She paused, took a breath. “It took me seeing the situation I helped create hurt someone else to realize that it had to stop. And I’m sorry for that.”


Yes, she had planned to leave Glenn. But Gloria wasn’t sure she would have had the guts to press charges, to turn over all those humiliating photos to the police, if the man she’d once loved hadn’t hurt someone else. That made her even more disappointed in herself.


Harper shrugged off the apology. “It was worth it if it helps you build a life you want. How are you?”


“I’m okay,” Gloria said, pushing the pickle spear around her plate. “I’m staying with my mother for now. And I pressed charges.” Feeling an unexpected lightness in saying the words, Gloria picked up her sandwich and took another bite.


There was so much silence in shame. Maybe getting the words out would ease a small bit of her burden?


“That’s very brave of you,” Harper said.


Gloria shook her head. “It would have been braver had I done it years ago.”


Harper patted her hand lightly. “Life moves pretty fast. There’s not a lot of room for coulda, shoulda, woulda.”


“Sometimes that’s all I can think about. How different my life would be if I had gone to college or never started dating him.” Whoa, Nelly. First, she couldn’t form a coherent sentence and now she was spilling her guts?


Harper’s big gray eyes widened with understanding. “Maybe now you have that chance? See what your life would be without him in it.”


Gloria didn’t know why she was blurting out her secret shame to a complete stranger. It must have been the roast beef. But she couldn’t stop the flood of words. “It’s hard. I don’t really have any friends left. I guess it’s not easy to be friends with someone who keeps making the wrong decision over and over again. Eventually, everyone has to decide whether or not it’s worth it to keep trying.”


And the old Gloria Parker hadn’t been worth it.


“So, what are you going to do now?” Harper asked as Gloria contemplated sinking into the downward spiral that beckoned.


She sat straighter. “I’m going to get a job, find a place to live, and be worth it.” Gloria felt the words vibrate inside her. This was her life. Her choice.


Harper nodded her approval and bit enthusiastically into her pickle spear. “Sounds like a good plan to me. Is there anything I can do to help?”


“Wanna be friends?” Gloria offered. “I’ll understand if your answer’s no. Considering I got you punched in the face.” A joke. A very small, not very funny joke. Maybe she really was going to be okay.


Harper gave her a long, slow wink. “I got myself punched in the face. And it got me waking up staring into the beautiful eyes of Luke Garrison. I think I owe you a lifetime of friendship.”


Gloria’s mouth stretched into an honest-to-goodness grin. It felt strange on her face. “I went to school with Sophie and Luke. He’s a good man.”


“Yes, he is.” Harper nodded.


A memory of Luke and his best friend, Aldo, surfaced. It was a Friday night football game, and the two were strutting victoriously off the field. While Luke’s then-girlfriend Karen jogged up to him for a kiss, for one shining moment, Aldo’s dark gaze had met and held hers. Just like that, lateblooming sophomore Gloria had developed her very first crush.


Gloria insisted on washing the plates while Harper put the sandwich fixings away.


“So, how do you feel?” Gloria asked. “You got knocked around pretty hard.”


She saw it in the way Harper’s gaze skated left, in the tiny lift of her shoulders. Secrets. Violence left its dirty fingerprints on a person’s soul.


“It wasn’t so bad. And may I repeat: Luke Garrison.”


“Well, there is that,” Gloria said, letting it drop. She glanced at the clock on the microwave. “I’d better be getting back.”


“I’m so glad you came,” Harper said, walking her down the hallway to the front door.


“It was really nice officially meeting you,” Gloria told her. “And one more time for the record: thank you, and I’m sorry.”


Harper rolled her eyes on a bubbly laugh. “And again, no thanks or apologies necessary. I fully plan to be BFFs with you, and we should have dinner sometime soon.”


Friends. Gloria wanted to cry with hope, with gratitude, with relief. Was there a possibility that she wasn’t permanently damaged?


Harper opened the front door, and Gloria froze to the spot, staring at the shirtless, tattooed, sweaty man in front of her.




5


His heart was lodged somewhere between chest and throat. The last person Aldo expected to find at his best friend’s door was Gloria Parker. She stared at him with wide dark eyes full of shadows and questions.


“Did someone say dinner?” Aldo asked with what he hoped to God was a charming grin and not a fish gape. He was vaguely aware of the fact that he was shirtless and sweating profusely. Fortunately, that was one of his best looks.


“Hi, Aldo,” Gloria said shyly.


He whipped off his sunglasses to see her better. Thickly lashed eyes, a smooth, tawny complexion that hinted at her heritage. The bone structure of a fucking model wrapped up in the body of a tiny pixie.


That’s how he had always thought of her. Fragile, too pretty to touch.


He saw a hint of the bruising edging out of the top of her scarf, and he clenched his hands into fists on his hips. He was used to the rage, used to pushing it down.


“Hi, Gloria. How’s it going?” How’s it going? She was recovering from a public physical assault, dumbass. How did he think it was going?


She glanced down at her pink toenails and then back up at him. Aldo could have stood there all day taking her in. But the blonde next to her cleared her throat.


“You must be Aldo because Gloria called you that,” she said, extending her hand.


With great determination, Aldo dragged his gaze from Gloria’s pretty face. “And you must be the famous Harper.” He shook her hand. “Thought I’d stop by while my best friend is out of town to see why he forgot to mention that he has a live-in girlfriend.”


“And make sure I’m not some kind of psychopath?”


Aldo blinked. Touché, potential psychopath. Touché.


Aldo hefted a shoulder. “You know the saying: Bros don’t let other bros date psychos.”


Gloria gave a soft laugh, and Aldo felt himself grow ten feet tall.


“I’m actually not familiar with that one. Is there some kind of test I have to take?” Harper joked.


But Aldo couldn’t stop staring at Gloria. His gaze roamed her face, memorizing every detail. He hadn’t been this close to her—close enough to touch her—in years. And the reason for that was behind bars.


With Herculean effort, he returned his attention to Harper. “Why don’t I give you the test at dinner? Monday. Here. I’ll grill burgers and dogs,” he suggested, already plotting.


“Gloria, I feel like I should confirm that this gentleman actually is a friend of Luke’s before I agree to let him cook dinner in Luke’s house,” Harper said gamely.


Gloria nodded, her dark hair falling over her forehead. “He is.”


“Since elementary school,” Aldo supplied, still looking at Gloria.


“Good enough for me. Seven here okay for you, Gloria?”


Aldo would have kissed Harper on the mouth if it wouldn’t have messed up his long game with Gloria.


He saw Gloria hesitate. Saw her questioning herself, and he moved an inch closer to her, slapping on his most flirtatious smile. “Please tell me you’ll bring your apple pie.”


He took a breath and went for it, taking one of Gloria’s slim hands in his. He was touching her. Finally. He stared down at her long fingers and ran his thumb over the ridges of her knuckles. Goose bumps sprang up on her bare arms. He didn’t know what was more powerful, her reaction to him or the thrum of his blood in his veins. “I’ll be your slave for life,” he promised.


Gloria’s lower lip trembled before she bit it. She was staring down at their joined hands, and He could have died happy on the spot.


“I’ll bring apple pie,” she said softly. Slowly, she turned back to Harper. “I’ll see you Monday, Harper.”


She pulled her hand free in slow motion, and Aldo enjoyed the feel of her palm and fingers sliding over his. “See you, Gloria,” he said, leaning against the doorframe in case she smiled at him and took him out at the knees.


The upward curve of her lips hit him squarely in the chest. He watched her leave, stepping carefully down the stairs. Probably still healing, he noted and once again swallowed the emotions that clogged his throat. There was a special place in hell for people who abused the innocents of the world. And Glenn Diller would be there. He would see to it.


“It’s nice to see her smile,” he said quietly. Belatedly, he remembered his audience. “So, Harper—if that is your real name—tell me about yourself.”


She cocked her head. “Want to come in?”


“Normally, not until I know whether you can be trusted. But I’m four miles into my eight, and I could use some water.”


He was used to the barren state of Luke’s house, he thought, following Harper back to the kitchen. Without a push from someone, his friend would live like a squatter for the rest of his life. Maybe that “someone” was Harper. If she wasn’t a psycho.


She handed him a water bottle, and they returned to the living room to perch on the homely sofa.


“So, tell me about growing up with Luke,” she said, all sunshine in her smile.


“He was always tagging after me, shadowing me, worshiping me,” Aldo began.


Harper laughed. He fed her a few stories about summers and football and high school all the while attempting to pry information out of her. But she wasn’t forthcoming, parrying his questions about family and jobs and education with more questions of her own. He didn’t get the psycho vibe from her. But the woman had secrets, and he hoped those secrets wouldn’t hurt his friend.


“So, do you know Gloria?” he asked, finally deeming it appropriate to steer Harper in the direction he most wanted to go.


“I actually just met her officially when she stopped by.”


He rubbed a hand over his jaw and realized he’d forgotten to shave again. He’d have to get back in the habit if he was going to make a good impression. “Rumor has it, she moved out and is pressing charges.”


“Rumor has it,” Harper agreed. Her smile was sneaky. “How long have you known Gloria?”


He didn’t really want to spill his guts when his conversation partner was a vault in need of prying open. But it felt so fucking good to say Gloria’s name out loud. “Since forever. She was a sophomore when we were seniors. Glenn was bad news back then, too.”


Harper rubbed her ribs. “Yeah, the years don’t seem to have mellowed him.”


“Heard you had quite the shiner.” Either she was skilled with makeup or was a fast healer because the greenish yellow bruising was barely visible.


“Please,” she snorted. “You should have seen the other guy.”


“Wish I would have been there.” He said it lightly, but that thought had kept him awake every night since. He’d wanted his shot at Glenn Diller. Wanted it more than anything. A vision of Gloria smiling shyly up at him crowded into his mind. Almost anything.


Diller deserved to burn for what he’d put that girl through. If the legal system wasn’t up to the task, He was.


“So, how long have you been into Gloria?” she asked, bringing him out of the dark thoughts.


Aldo blinked. Shit. “Since I heard her sing in the high school musical.”


Harper grinned, and he stared down at his water bottle. “How did handsome football star Aldo not win the girl?” Harper asked.


His life’s regret. “I never took the shot,” he said with a sad shake of his head.


“Maybe now you can pull the trigger,” Harper said, elbowing him.


“I like the way you think, Harper.”


“Better bring your A-game to dinner Monday, sport,” she teased.


“Sport? Are you serious?” Aldo scoffed, already planning all the ways he could sweep Gloria off her feet.


“Let the lousy nickname contest begin,” she crowed.
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Sara Parker’s kitchen was Gloria’s favorite place in the world. Pretty white cabinets that they’d spent a week painting together when she was nine formed a tidy L. The countertops were covered in cobalt tiles, mirrored in the pretty blue glasses and colorful dinner plates in the cabinets above.


The room was friendly and colorful, speaking to the character of her mother.


Gloria dipped a tortilla chip into the bowl of fresh salsa and moaned with pleasure as the notes of lime and cilantro melted on her tongue. It had been years since she’d last sampled her mother’s salsa. Glenn didn’t like anything with spice…or flavor really.


“Good?” Sara asked, producing a bottle of tequila from a cabinet.


“The best.”


“How did your secret errand go?” Her mother magically produced the ingredients for her infamous grapefruit margaritas, placing them neatly next to her industrial blender.


Sara Parker was a frugal woman, splurging on only what she deemed necessities—like a margarita blender. She lived below her means in a two-bedroom brick ranch that she had taken a decade to DIY into her own personal paradise. The living room was a shocking turquoise with comfortable white couches and walls cluttered with family photos. The only bathroom was a cheery canary with a frilly lace shower curtain and teal-framed mirrors. Sara’s bedroom was a moody dark purple.


“It went…well,” Gloria decided, remembering Aldo’s quick grin and how it worked its way through her ribs to glow away in her chest.


“You like this Harper?” Sara asked, juicing half of a grapefruit with vigor.


Of course her mother had known where she’d gone. Sara claimed to have mystical powers of sight passed down through her great-great-grandmother, a desert canyon shawoman. Growing up, Gloria had preferred to believe her mother had hidden video surveillance equipment around the house.


“I like her very much. She’s happy, friendly.”


“Good,” Sara nodded briskly. The blender whirred to life.


Gloria made herself useful and pulled two margarita glasses from the shelf next to the sink. Candytuft and begonias bloomed in a riot of color on the other side of the window. Her mother had scrimped and saved for this house for two years after her husband, Gloria’s father, had walked out on them. Sara had filled her life with work and pretty things. But without the man she’d called Daddy, Gloria had been hungry to fill the void of male attention. When Glenn Diller had taken her hand at a summer bonfire and kissed her in the shadows, tasting of beer and tobacco…, well, she’d thought that void would finally be filled.


Her mother, on the other hand, had used the abandonment to build a life exactly the way she wanted it. She was a hair stylist, and had they lived in a more metropolitan area, Gloria knew her mother would have been a wealthy business owner. But Sara was content in Benevolence, running her own shop, giving Manhattan-worthy cuts at rural Maryland prices. She worked six days a week and had two part-time employees. She dated when she found a man worthy and otherwise filled her time with books and friends and wine.


Sara plopped a frothy pink margarita in front of Gloria. “Take your medicine, Gloria.”


The Gloria Who Left Glenn After the First Time would have treated her mother to a spa day and lunch at a restaurant where waiters pulled out the chairs for you. They would have giggled through facials and shopped and enjoyed a whole day of pampering.


This Gloria, the broken one, reached for her mother’s hand and squeezed it. “I want to be you when I grow up, Mama.”


The iron-spined Sara bit her lip, her brown eyes welling with tears.


“Mija,” she whispered. “Don’t be me. Be you. And be happy.”


“I’m not sure how,” Gloria confessed, her own eyes filling. She’d cried more this last week or two than she had in the last decade. As if something had thawed inside her, letting loose a stoppered flood of tears.


“You listen to me, Gloria Rosemarie. Backbone runs in our family. It did not skip a generation,” Sara insisted, her voice stern.


Gloria was the last in a long line of independent, steely, sometimes terrifying women. The last ten years had stripped her of any resemblance to her ancestors. She knew it had to be a terrible blow to her mother. To see her daughter lose herself to an unworthy man.


Bone-weary in this bright, cheerful kitchen, disappointment weighed heavily on her shoulders.


Who would ever want her like this? Why would someone big and beautiful and vibrant like Aldo Moretta want a crushed and damaged flower petal?


“Tsk tsk,” her mother clucked. “Enough of this pity party.” She threaded her fingers through Gloria’s long, unstyled hair. “I think it’s time we make a change. Yes?” Sara was studying her with the critical eye of a professional.


Gloria patted her thick, shapeless mane. “Just like old times?”


“Yes, but with margaritas.”


“Then absolutely yes,” Gloria decided.


Her mother danced from the room. Music, bright and Latin, sounded from a wireless speaker near the refrigerator. It was a ritual they’d enjoyed a long time ago. Kitchen makeovers. Bonding. Music and laughter.


For the first time, Gloria felt like she’d really come home.
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“YOUR GOOD TASTE hasn’t been damaged,” Sara decided as she snipped and fluffed.


Gloria studied the picture on the incredible Pinterest app her mother had introduced her to and swallowed hard. She’d begged her mother to choose a style for her. But Sara had refused. “You must get used to making your own decisions again,” she’d said wisely.


Fortified by tequila, Gloria bypassed the safe shoulderlength styles and took her first big risk. She winced as inches of her dark hair fell to the warm tile floor. “It’ll grow back,” she reminded herself.


“You’re not going to want it to,” Sara predicted, rubbing a serum between her palms. “You will love this.” Her mother worked the product through what felt like very, very short hair.


“Oh, God. What have I done?” Gloria groaned and reached for her margarita.


Her mother smirked without sympathy and drained the rest of her drink.


“Should you be cutting hair while under the influence?”


Sara snorted. “I do my best work with tequila.”


Gloria laughed despite herself and gave herself over to her mother’s ministrations.


“Okay. Time for the reveal.” Sara handed Gloria the mirror handle. “New beginnings call for new hair.”


The deep breath did little to settle her stomach. Her hair had been largely untouched over the last several years. Ever since Glenn had thrown a dinner plate at her for spontaneously cutting six inches off of her hair. Women should have long hair. You look like an ugly little boy.


She opened her eyes and took the first look at The New Gloria.


Her dark hair had lost its heavy length. Instead it was styled around her face in a cloud of natural curl and volume.


“You look like Sofia Loren,” her mother said with satisfaction.


Gloria reached up to touch it. “I don’t look like me.”


“You didn’t look like you before,” Sara countered, pouring more frozen goodness into their glasses.


Turning her head from side to side, Gloria admired the reflection. It was…perfect.


“I love it,” she said, staring in the mirror longer than she had in years and liking what she saw.


“How do you feel about some makeup?” Sara tempted.


Makeup. Gloria had once loved all things cosmetic. She loved experimenting, making pretty. She’d done her friends’ makeup for homecoming her junior year. Glenn didn’t approve. She’d managed to hide a small stash of guilty pleasures from him for over a year before he’d found it and called her a whore for painting her face.


“Yes,” she said, enjoying the spark she saw in her reflection. “And then let’s go out to dinner.”


Sara pushed the glass toward her. “We will Uber.”


“Cheers,” Gloria raised her glass, the smile stretching her face in unfamiliar and wonderful ways.
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She’d picked up her new phone to cancel at least a dozen times. It was a pity invite, she decided as she rolled out the pie crust with a panicked violence. “Harper felt sorry for me,” Gloria told herself. Besides, her car was in the garage getting some of its rust removed and its brakes changed—thanks to her saint of a mother.


It was the perfect excuse to cancel. Of course, she could walk. It was only a couple of blocks.


“Gah!” Gloria swiped the back of her hand over her forehead in frustration, leaving a streak of flour behind.


Her mother was at work, queen beeing around her salon, and she had the house to her self-conscious, terrified self. They’d gone to dinner in town that weekend, and it had been a mistake.


“Poor little Gloria Parker” had been on the lips of every patron as they smiled sadly at her. By the end of dinner, she’d felt like a zoo animal rescued from the wild where she was too weak to survive.


“Why am I even making a damn pie?” She wasn’t going. She didn’t know how to socialize. For all intents and purposes, high school sleepovers were her last real social experience, and she was quite certain none of that etiquette applied to a casual backyard barbecue. Though she couldn’t help but wonder what Aldo Moretta’s reaction would be if she hit him with a pillow.


She was definitely not going. The man left her tongue-tied, shy, and painfully nervous. The absolute last thing she needed right now was a crush on a man like that. Aldo’s personality was as big as his barrel-like chest. Next to him, she’d fade away as she had with Glenn.


And she was good and tired of fading.


She draped the crust over the pie plate and spooned the filling into it, ignoring the way her hands shook.


The dream last night was still with her. Glenn, bursting into her room, murder in his eyes. He’d kill her in her mother’s house. She knew it even when she’d woken up, sobbing and covering her face.


Too many times it hadn’t been a dream. The abuse—and worse, the fear—was engraved in her bones, woven into her DNA. She was a different person from the teenager Glenn Diller had claimed as his own.


Where was the girl who shoved Bobby Leinhart off of Jamal Ngyuen on the playground? The girl who’d argued with her English teacher for a full letter grade higher on her To Kill a Mockingbird essay? The girl who’d laughed and awkwardly flirted and sang?


Was she still in there? Or was she already dead?


In her head, she could still hear Glenn’s hateful laugh.


She grabbed the wooden spoon out of the bowl and hurled it across the room. “Get out of my head!”
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“I’M in love with your hair,” Harper announced, opening the door before Gloria made it to the top step of the porch.


Self-consciously she patted it with her free hand. “Really?” She’d taken her time with the styling and with her makeup, and when she looked in the mirror, it wasn’t the old Gloria she saw or the teenage, pre-Glenn Gloria. It was someone new.


“You look amazing,” Harper insisted.


“Thanks,” Gloria said, unaccustomed to compliments. “You look great, too.” It was the truth. There was an energy, bright and vivacious, that bubbled out of Harper even more so tonight than before. Gloria wondered if it was because Luke was home.


She followed her new friend inside and paused inside the door.


“Wait. Am I hallucinating?” she asked Harper, handing over the pie. Luke’s living room and dining room were full of actual furniture.


“I don’t know what happened, but I owe you big time.” Harper’s eyes twinkled. “The threat of having people over pushed him over the edge, and Luke went insane and bought out most of the inventory at Bob’s Fine Furnishings.”


Gloria followed Harper back down the hallway to the kitchen, which was now home to a new breakfast table and chairs. Luke Garrison himself was juggling side dishes from the fridge to the island.


“Apple pie and Gloria are here,” Harper announced cheerfully.


Luke dumped his load and wiped his hands on his jeans before offering Gloria his hand. “Hey, Gloria. It’s good to see you,” he said. He was tall with military-short dark hair and hard hazel eyes. The ink on his forearm gave him the look of a badass, but it was the eyes hooded with a hurt that ran deep that made him irresistible. The long-term effects of grief, Gloria guessed.


She’d been cut off from the outside world but still knew the basics of his situation. No one would blame him for never getting over it. But she hoped for his sake that Harper’s presence was a sign that he was finally thawing.
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