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ZANDER

      Blood. 

      There’s so much blood. Coating my hands. Soaking into my Scooby-Doo pajama pants. The ones with the hole in the knee from that nice lady with the funny glasses at the Salvation Army. 

      It’s easier to think about her. Focus on her. Instead of the blood. 

      It’s everywhere. And it keeps coming out. Keeps spreading. 

      It won’t stop. 

      I can’t make it stop. 

      Dust dances in the air. Little pieces float in the light showing through the crack of the blackout blinds of the hotel room. My eyesight is fuzzy. My mind exhausted.

      And buzzed.

      Because this alcohol-induced haze is much better than the dreams that won’t stop. The ones that aren’t really dreams anymore. The ones that started the minute I opened that box three weeks ago and pulled out the piece of paper that rocked my world.

      I lift the bottle of Jameson to my lips. Take a swig. Except the burn’s not there. The warmth is fleeting. But it’s enough to numb my mind. To let the dreams fade.

      To let the truth seem false.

      The Band-Aids. They’re everywhere. The box is almost empty. The white pieces I peel off stick to my arms – but they don’t matter. The blood keeps coming. It doesn’t stop. 

      I can’t make it stop. 

      Another sip. And then another.

      I’m so tired. But I’m so sick of feeling this way. So sick of wondering if my adoptive parents knew. Of course they knew – so why’d they lie to me? Didn’t I have a right to know what was on that paper? To accept? To deal with it?

      Fuck no. Fuck yes. I just don’t know.

      Another sip. Then a gulp.

      The scissors. The shine of silver lying next to her. The dark red coming through my closed fingers as I try to fix her. Help her. Save her. Stop. The. Blood. 

      The taste of fear. My scared pleas. The helpless feeling. 

      I can remember all that, so why can’t I remember if I did or if I didn’t…? I must have. That’s what the report said. Why would it lie?

      Wait. There’s sunlight. I can see the dust dancing. When did that happen?

      A lift of the bottle. There’s nothing left. An deep breath. Slumping back in the chair. Now I can’t forget anymore. Fuck.

      The pounding on the door startles me. I know I should have expected it. Know I’m fucking up again. But does it really matter in the grand scheme of things?

      I know who it is before he even speaks. Somehow I knew he’d find me. Just like I know he’s going to be pissed before I hear his voice.

      Ask me if I care.

      “Zander.” Boom. Boom. Boom. His fist on the hotel room door sounds like thunder in my head. “Open up.” Boom. Boom. Boom. “Open the goddamn door!”

      And when I open it, there’s the lightning: The bright light of the hall blinds me after so much darkness. I block the glare with my forearm. It’s futile until he shifts his stance and blocks its blaze.

      Colton.

      My mentor. My boss. The person who knows me best.

      My dad. Well, adopted dad, but does it really matter?

      We stare at each other. His green eyes fill with concerned disgust as he gives me a once-over to take in my rumpled clothes – the same ones from last night – and makes a show of sniffing the air to let me know he can smell the stench of alcohol that’s probably seeping out my pores.

      Yes. It does matter.

      Lies always matter. Especially when they’re from people you thought loved you.

      “You forget something?” There’s a bite of anger to his question, and I’m buzzed enough that I don’t think twice about my smart-ass response.

      “Not that I can think of.” My hand’s on the door, swinging it shut in his face before I finish the sentence.

      If I thought the sound of his fist knocking on the wood was loud, the sound when he slams it back against the interior wall is deafening. I deserve nothing less than his wrath, but it’s proving really hard beneath this alcoholic haze to find any fucks to give.

      He shoves past me, flicking the light switch on and bumping me in the chest with his shoulder as he passes by. It’s all I have not to take everything out on him right now. Use my fists to relieve the anger and disbelief and hurt and every damn thing bottled up inside me.

      Like all the shit that’s definitely my fault but that I’d rather blame on him. On my adoptive mom, Rylee. On the whole fucking world.

      The thoughts stagger me. I shake my head, try to figure out how I could want to raise my fists at the man who has helped to give me everything, and yet the images fill my head again: the blood, the Band-Aids, the scissors.

      My mom. 

      The truth my mind has been hiding from me.

      The one he has obviously been keeping from me too.

      With my fists clenched and entire body vibrating, I force myself to remain where I stand and hold back the anger that’s been running like a river through my veins the past few weeks.

      “You know what I can’t figure out?” he asks nonchalantly as he picks up the empty bottle of Jameson before tossing it on the perfectly made bed with a chuckle. And then a sigh. “Why?”

      Such a loaded question. One I’m not quite positive I feel like pulling the trigger on answering. And yet my finger’s itching to. I’m just not sure I can handle the blowback right now.

      So I don’t answer. The question hangs in the stale air of the hotel room, his silence weighing on me as he surveys the space. After a few seconds his eyes find mine and ask the question again. But I choose to be the asshole. It’s just so much easier than having to admit out loud what I still don’t want to believe myself.

      “Why what?” I finally answer. Sarcasm tinges my tone. Along with a healthy dose of It’s none of your fucking business.

      “This isn’t a joke, son.” A lift of his eyebrows. Another shake of his head. His face a mask of disgust.

      Just more shit I don’t want to deal with. Questions bubble up inside me. Fester like infected wounds. Eat at me until I can’t bite back the anger.

      “Nope. It seems I’m the joke these days.” The autopsy report flashes in my mind’s eye. Fuels my fire.

      He narrows his eyes. Tries to figure out where my hostility is coming from. “Damn straight, you are,” he says, and for the first time I notice his lucky shirt and workout pants. His superstitious pre–fire suit getup.

      Then it hits me that I’ve just royally fucked up. The thoughts flash through my mind. It’s daylight. I’m supposed to be somewhere, do something other than get lost in this bottle.

      “Ahhh… Did you forget about your scheduled track time this morning? Team testing for final adjustments? Or maybe you forgot about the race tomorrow altogether? After last night, I’d want to forget all about being here in Alabama too.”

      His last comment jogs a memory. Images flash: loud music; huge VIP bar tab; race bunnies sliding up, wanting a piece of me. Everyone wanting a piece of me.

      Push. Push. Push. Everyone pushing.

      Snap. 

      Smitty restraining me – biceps locked under my arms in a vise grip, pulling my shoulders back. But why? How? What the hell happened? All I remember is him dropping me off back here. The hotel. My home for the week.

      “Just having a good time,” I say with a sneer. Covering up for the blank spots in my memory. “What the fuck do you care?”

      He’s on me in a flash. Forearm pressed into my chest, my shoulders backed up against the wall. He’s quick. Guess I’ve never tested this side of him before.

      Our eyes hold – father to son, mentor to protégé, boss to employee, man to man – and for one split second I see the hurt in his eyes that I want to ignore.

      “Why do I care? WHY do I care?” he growls, voice escalating on each word and forearm pressing harder against my chest. “Let me count the ways. Showing up late to training at home is one thing, Zander. Thumbing your nose to your sponsors by standing them up at the dinner they throw in your honor as you sat in the bar next door and laughed so loud they know it’s you? Inexcusable. The endless stream of questionable women. Sweet Jesus, Zander… I was all for getting laid when I was your age, but even I had some standards.”

      I roll my eyes. Snort in disbelief. Does he think I’m buying his holier-than-thou bullshit right now when I’ve heard the old stories? Like he didn’t play the field in his day.

      “You think this is funny?” he shouts with another hard shove to my chest. “My idea of funny isn’t missing testing the day before a race when you’re in the goddamn driver’s seat to take another championship. Just blowing it off without a word. Letting your team down. Your crew. The hundred or so fans you had sitting in a VIP tent two hours ago waiting to meet their idol, and guess what? He didn’t show because he was too goddamn busy getting shitfaced on cheap whiskey like a drunk. So you tell me, Golden Boy… how is that funny?”

      “Get. Off. Me.” I grit the words out even as I welcome the biting pressure of his forearm on my chest.

      He steps back, but his hands take a little longer to let go from where they’re fisted in my shirt. But I still don’t move. His glare pins me motionless. There’s disappointment there. Concern. And a shitload of anger.

      I cling to the anger he’s giving off, can relate to it, but for completely different reasons from the ones he has. The irony. He’s pissed because he expects more from his son, and I’m furious because I expect more from my dad.

      “You’ve been late, showed up to the track hungover, and have chewed out your crew and treated them like shit for no reason. You’ve blown off Rylee, been an asshole to me, and pulled away from your brothers. You’ve fucked up royally and you’re asking me why I care? I think you need to ask yourself that question, son.”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “Bet your ass it’s my business. Everything about you is my business and you’re out of control.” He talks right over me. The resentment I can hear in his tone causes my chest to constrict. “You’ve stepped way over the line.”

      “Like you are right now by getting in my business? Get the fuck out.” I spit the words out, not caring that my anger is misplaced or that I can’t take them back.

      He takes a step toward me, head angled, jaw clenched, hands fisted. The proverbial gloves are off. “You hurting, son? Want to lash out at someone for something you don’t want to talk about? Trying to throw all your hard work away with your bullshit stunts? It’s best you remember who you’re talking to,” he says between gritted teeth, referring to the abusive childhood he survived before being saved and adopted. The implication being that he understands what’s going on in my head. “I know rage like you feel, Zander. I know hate that burns in your gut and turns your heart black. But it fixes nothing. Nothing. I’ve tried to be patient. Tried to be here for you. Asked you to talk to me, let me be there for you in whatever you’re going through, and you’ve refused. Now I’m watching you sabotage everything good you’ve got going for you, and you want me to stand by and let it happen? Are you out of your mind?” He takes a moment to catch his breath while I seethe over his words. Over my inability to get past this and just ask him the questions I need to ask.

      Because hurt not only clouds your judgment, but can also blind you from the real reason you’re mad.

      “I’ve kept the press away. Held back Rylee from interfering. Given you enough rope to hang yourself and now… now I can’t help you. Congrats, there’s no more rope left. You’ve lost your sponsorship.”

      What? The silence in the room screams around me. It’s so loud I let it drown out what he just said. Don’t want to believe it.

      It’s his fault. That’s all I can focus on. All I can rationalize. He didn’t prevent it. He didn’t fix this. He probably did it on purpose because he wants to control me. Control everything about me.

      Including my past.

      God, I need a drink. A whole goddamn bottle to make this just go away. To make sense of all the bullshit I’m selling myself when it sounds ridiculous just thinking it.

      “You’re lying!” My voice is completely opposite to his. Loud. Screaming. Enraged. And my head’s so fucked-up that it hurts and craves the pain all at the same time.

      “I’d never lie to you, Zander.” Calm. Even. Dead serious.

      And those words – the ones I know to be a lie – are like a match to the embers that have been smoldering over the past few weeks.

      “That’s bullshit and you know it!” I shout. Become unhinged, fists itching to punch something, and I’m sure ruining the drywall of this fancy hotel wouldn’t win me any favors. My body shakes with the anger. The rage inside me takes over. “You lied —”

      “And you don’t think you’re out of control?” Colton says, taking an aggressive step into me. Taunting me in my irrational state. “Since when is it okay to even think about taking a swing at your old man?”

      You’re not my old man. The words flicker and fade through my rage. Shock me. Plant thoughts in my head that I’ve never considered before. And even though they’re bullshit, they still linger. Still taint my anger and jade my words.

      “I’m perfectly in control,” I grate out through gritted teeth. Anger. Spite. Frustration. All three spin on the merry-go-round in my head. Muck up the truths and feed off the confusion.

      “Perfectly in control?” he asks with a disbelieving shake of his head as he reaches into his pocket and grabs his cell phone. Confusion and dread run through me simultaneously. It’s like deep down I know this can’t be good and yet can’t for the life of me figure out what he’s going to show me on the screen once he’s finished flicking through images. “Let’s just say you owe Smitty big-time, because I’m done paying for your fuckups, Zee. This was the only picture taken last night. Lucky for you, the VIP room was empty by the time this happened. Smitty was worried enough about you to stick around to make sure you didn’t get into trouble. The lone paparazzo who snuck through and snapped this had to forfeit his camera to the bouncer, because it was against house rules.”

      The look on Colton’s face and his eyes trained on the image on his phone unnerve me. The anxiety breaks through the hold the anger has on me. Worries me. Makes me shift my feet in anticipation of something I know has to be bad to earn me this speech.

      Thoughts ghost through my mind. A hot blonde. A dick-hardening kiss. A pissed-off boyfriend. Testosterone-laced tempers. My words, “I’m Zander fucking Donavan.”

      This can’t be good.

      “Cut the dramatics and just show me.”

      “Dramatics?” Colton thunders farther into the room as he holds the phone out so I can see it. I reject the image immediately. A moment of clarity amid the confused haze. Know it didn’t happen the way the picture shows.

      Just the same way your dream about your mom was different than reality too. 

      I stare at the image, my body tense, my jaw clenched, and try to fill in the missing holes between what’s in my mind and what the picture shows. The worst part is I can’t know for sure that I didn’t do that.

      “Is that dramatics, Zander? Looks pretty crystal fucking clear to me.”

      It’s me all right. Fist clenched, arm cocked, a rage on my face like I’ve never seen before – but it’s nothing like the look on the woman’s face in front of me. Scared. Stunned. Fearful.

      “That’s not what…” I shake my head. Try to rationalize that her asshole of a boyfriend must have been next to her, out of camera range. The one my cocked fist was aiming toward. For a split second I see my dad in my face. My biological dad. The monster. The abuser. Everything I promised myself I’d never be.

      I reject the thought immediately.

      “It is you, Zander. Take a closer look. You think losing a sponsor is bad? Let this image get out – just how you think a lady should be treated – and you’ll lose a shit ton more than that. You raised your fist to a woman.” He shakes his head and chuckles in shocked disbelief. “And you don’t think you’re out of control?”

      Push 

      “You need help.”

      Push 

      “To talk to someone.”

      Push 

      “This isn’t the son I raised —”

      Snap. 

      “I’m not your goddamn son, so quit acting like you’re my father!” I shout at the top of my lungs with every ounce of rage and hurt and confusion that I’ve been fighting back down the past few weeks. Something, anything, to make this stop. To make the pain stop. The confusion end. Keep the past from tainting my future.

      The lies from being true.

      He stumbles back a few feet, eyes wide, mouth lax. For just a moment he stands there staring at me. Reining in his temper. Trying to comprehend what I just said.

      The look on his face alone should knock the fight out of me – shock, hurt, disbelief – but the truths he just threw in my face, the ones I have to acknowledge but don’t want to hear, are like kerosene to my anger. They create a back draft loaded with resentment that explodes instantly, wiping out all reason.

      “Excuse me?” He straightens his spine. His voice comes out with a controlled calmness. And I should heed the warning. The loud, angry wrath of my dad is one thing, but the cool, even quiet manner is much scarier when you’re on the receiving end of it.

      But I don’t. 

      “You heard me.” Our gazes lock. Our mutual anger feels heavy in the room as I lash out the only way I know how to right now.

      “Loud. And. Clear.” The tone remains even, though his eyes reflect a wounded fury I refuse to acknowledge. He tucks the phone into his back pocket, nodding his head the whole time as I stand there wanting everything he means to me gone: salvation, hope, family, friendship, unconditional love. All I can feel is the crushing disappointment from everything I’ve done to purposely try to fuck this all up.

      “You’ve left me no choice.” When he looks back up, his expression is blank, shoulders squared, eyes hard. “You’re fired.”

      “Come again?” He wouldn’t dare. I’m leading the points. I’m the reigning champion. There’s a reason they call me Indy’s Golden Boy.

      But as the silence stretches out and nothing about his posture changes, the lump in my throat gets bigger and it becomes harder to swallow.

      “You heard me.”

      My laugh is loud enough to sound condescending. Part of me is in disbelief, but he wants to be a prick and go this route? Fine. I’ll show him I don’t need him or his lies. I don’t need anything from him.

      It’s not like I’ve never been on my own before.

      Blood. Scissors. Band-Aids. 

      But first, self-preservation. The hurt radiates through me. The stain on my soul darker than ever before.

      “Fine. Got it.” I shake my head, our eyes locked, with his saying, Let me help you and mine telling him, I don’t need your lies. Confusion turns to anger. “I don’t need you anyway.”

      “Good luck with that, son – Zander,” he corrects himself quickly. The sting at the sound of my name on his lips is more than obvious. “And don’t bother trying to approach any other teams. One, it’s midseason and two, they won’t hire you anyway.”

      “You can’t do that.” Anger turns to rage. He wouldn’t threaten other teams to not hire me.

      “Watch me.” That cocky-bastard flash of a grin that unnerves his competitors is directed my way. He takes a step closer. “I’ve been around a lot longer than you have. No one would cross that line even for a sure thing like you. Oh, wait… You’re not exactly a sure thing anymore when you’re losing sponsors, blowing off testing, and there’s concern whether you’ll even show for race day. It’s not like you’ve been exactly discreet with your bullshit.” He takes another step, a mocking laugh falling from his mouth. “Take it from a team owner. You’ve become a risk. A liability. And no one wants a loose cannon on their team regardless of how good of a driver you are.”

      Rage turns into a ball of disbelieving fury; I want to lash out at him with everything I have, regardless of the damage it causes. Self-preservation at its finest.

      “Fuck you, Colton.” His name is a sneer loaded with disrespect. I come out swinging with words I can’t take back. Needing to save face when everything about me is being questioned. “It’s always about the team with you, isn’t it? The next victory. The next paycheck. Fuck the racers, right? Screw them and any shit they have going on – lie to them if need be – so long as they perform for you. Isn’t that right, boss?”

      “Sticks and stones,” he says with a lift of his eyebrows. The taunt of a smile. The ice in his voice. “You think that’s going to get your job back? Think again.”

      “Fuck. You.” I’m overheated, but my body breaks out in goose bumps, because the chilling look in his eyes tells me this isn’t a joke at all. Not some psychobabble bullshit he’s using to try to get me to talk like he has in the past.

      He chuckles long and low again and the sound grates on my nerves as I try to wrap my head around everything that’s happening: the dreams, the picture, Colton’s no-bullshit punches.

      “It’s not just me you’re hurting, but everyone else that depends on you. I’m leaving your car without a driver. Won’t fill your spot. If I worried only about money, that wouldn’t be the case, now, would it? What I’m worried about is you. You’re out of control and pushing the limits, and I can’t stand by to watch you crash and burn without stepping in. I’m sorry it has to come to this, but I don’t mind being the asshole if it’s going to save you. I’ve done it before and I’ll do it again in a second.”

      We stand in silence, hearts torn apart, and so much of our connection shredded on the floor between us. For the first time since he’s walked in here, I notice how tired he looks. Concern etches the lines of his face. And the need to say any more, damage us more, dies on my lips despite the discord still echoing within me.

      With a nod of his head, he turns and walks toward the door. My eyes follow him despite the desperation for him to be gone so I don’t have to see the defeat in his posture. He grabs the handle and hangs his head. “Take the time, Zee. Fix what you need to fix. Deal with whatever shit you need to deal with. Let someone in instead of shutting everyone out. It doesn’t have to be me. Or Rylee. Or anyone we know, but let them in; you’ll be a better man because of it. Sometimes it takes a new ear, a fresh voice, to put things in perspective for you. Shit, take a drive, a trip – I don’t care – but use the time to make you right. Don’t come back until you are. I don’t know what’s going on and I wish like hell you’d talk to me about it, but I understand better than most that sometimes you can’t. My only advice is not to let the dark eat you whole. You deserve better than that.” He clears his throat from the emotion clogging it, and I hate everything about this conversation more because of that disconcerting sound. “Regardless of what you think, you are my son and it doesn’t matter how bad you fuck up – I’ll always love you.”

      The door opens. Closes. The dust dances again. The silence suffocates me.

      I fight the urge to go after him. I resist unleashing more of my anger and the need to yell and shout and trash the room to get it all out. None of it will fix a goddamn thing.

      Grabbing the bottle of Jameson, I lift it to my lips until I remember it’s empty. The crash of the glass shattering as it hits the wall across from me is deafening.

      Shaking my head, I fall back on the bed. Try to make sense of what just happened. What I’ve let happen. What I didn’t stop.

      To my mom back then and to my family now.

      The loudest thing I hear is the rejection from the man I’ve looked up to, idolized, who helped me heal. The man who just walked out of this room and hurt me more than he’ll ever know.

      Can you blame him, Zander? 

      I close my eyes and rub my hands over my face. My buzz is gone. The haze removed. Everything important taken away from me with the slam of the door: my family, my ride, my anchors. And the sting is real.

      But so is the anger. The inability to rationalize. To accept. To ask the things I need to ask.

      To apologize. 

      Fuck that. I’m not apologizing. I’m not the one who lied.

      And I would never threaten to hit a woman, let alone actually follow through with it. The image on Colton’s phone flashes through my mind. Another lie to throw in the pot.

      The rage is instantly back. Misdirected but back. My body feels restless, but my mind is whipped to the point where I can’t think about this any more. Don’t want to. I just need another bottle to get lost in. Then I’ll figure where to go from here, since it looks like I have some time off coming to me.

      And yet I don’t get up from the bed to walk down to the bar. I can’t, because somewhere deep down that voice of doubt grabs hold of my heart and squeezes tight. Twists it. Letting me know there are two truths I have to accept before I can move forward.

      I am Colton’s son.

      And I’m the one who killed my mom.
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GETTY

      “You good, Getty?”

      Good? 

      My mind flashes to a few hours ago. How jumpy both my heart and the rest of me felt when the man from table nine simply touched my forearm as he reached to get my attention for another round. The crash as the bottle of triple sec hit the hardwood floor. The immediate waves of panic. The rush of memories. The fear. From another place, another time, to rattle nerves already on constant edge.

      And until now I was doing so well hiding my uneasiness behind my tough-girl facade.

      But I saw the customers’ stares. Heard my stammered excuses. Suffered the immediate regret of giving them a glimpse of the secrets I’ve kept hidden. Of the life I left behind.

      So, good? Not by a long shot, but I’m not about to let Liam know. Besides, I’m making progress. It’s been three months and I’ve already got a job, a place to live, and more freedom than I’ve felt in forever.

      Baby steps.

      Trudging uphill and through what feels like barbed wire.

      But it’s progress nonetheless.

      I collect my distracted thoughts – exhale a sigh to cover up my preoccupation – before turning to look at the Lazy Dog’s owner, walking beside me. A tight smile hits my lips when I nod. “It’s debatable if I’m good,” I finally say, trying to make light of the earlier incident. Add humor so that he doesn’t ask more questions. It’s something I’ve learned how to do way too well. “But I do know I deserved to be fired after dropping that bottle.”

      The laugh I force – the one that used to be my everyday normal— sounds hollow to my own ears. Funny how it seems so odd in this new life I’ve created for myself.

      “Nah. Everyone makes mistakes.” Liam’s voice pulls me back from my thoughts. “It’s no big deal. Really.”

      “I can add an extra hour on my shift or help cover during a game night if you get too busy. It’s the least I can do.” I slow down my footsteps as we approach the fork in our paths on the walk home from the bar.

      “Not necessary. Besides, you should come in during a game. Be a customer. Most of us here are a little obsessed with the Mariners. It’s a good time.”

      “Nah. Not my thing.” Too many people crowded in one spot. At least when I’m working, I have the bar counter as my barrier. A space between me and any unwanted contact.

      Who am I kidding? All contact is unwanted these days.

      “Are you telling me you don’t like my bar?” he laughs in mock offense as we stand on the corner beneath the streetlight.

      “No. Not at all,” I correct myself. “I mean —”

      “Relax. I’m just teasing you.” He reaches out to touch my arm and I freeze at his motion. Then curse myself. Shit. He obviously notices my reaction, because he pulls his hand back immediately, but his gaze remains locked on mine. Searching. Asking. Wanting more.

      “I, um – thanks for walking with me. I’m beat and —”

      “Getty?”

      “Yeah?” My voice is cautious because I know what comes next and don’t really want to venture there.

      “If there was some kind of problem…” I’m not sure if the flash of hurt in my eyes stops his words, but they stop nonetheless. He nods in silent understanding. “Well, if you need any kind of help, I’m here, okay?”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it,” I murmur softly. “Good night.”

      I walk away, knowing he hasn’t moved and is watching me make my way through the night toward my house. He’s sweet and kind. So very different from what I’m used to, and so I need distance between us. It would be way too easy to lean on him, use his friendship to get through this, when I know better than anyone that the only person I can depend on is myself.

      And yet the weight of his stare and the concern in his eyes are like magnets pulling me backward, begging me to find someone I can confide in, when all I really need to do is learn how to manage this new life on my own.

      Keep walking, Getty. You can let him in once you figure yourself out.

      I look out toward the moonlit ocean view beyond and take stock as to why I’m here. It seemed like the stars aligned when my mother’s oldest friend offered to let me stay in the vacation house she and her husband were renovating before they could flip it. And because of that, I have a roof over my head. A place to reflect on what I want. A solitary space where I’ll be able to come to terms with the mistakes from my past so I can have a better future.

      You don’t know they’re mistakes until you make them. Or learn from them. Let’s hope I’ve done both and can move forward.

      I walk down the alleyway, past my car, parked in the narrow, shrub-lined driveway, to the front door of the old cottage. Skipping over the third step to avoid the broken wood slat, I remind myself that should be first on the very long list of repairs that I need to schedule for the house.

      It’s the least I can do, considering she’s letting me stay here for free during the renovation.

      Exhaustion hits me like a ton of bricks once I’m inside. I move through the darkened foyer quietly, in practiced precision, as if I’m still back in the Palo Alto house. I flick the light off in the kitchen, surprised I forgot to turn it off before I left, and ignore my grumbling stomach for the enticing hot water of the shower. Hopefully the muscles in my lower back will get used to my standing on my feet for eight-hour shifts soon, because this constant ache is annoying.

      But it also means I’m doing this. Changes are really happening. And the past is over.

      In a show of defiance no one will ever see and only I will understand, I make a trail of my discarded clothes as I walk down the hall toward the bathroom light I purposely left on at the end of the hallway: a beacon of imagined hot water calling my name.

      Shoes. Shirt. Bra. Skirt. Panties. All come off one by one, throwing them to the floor in a messy trail as I go.

      I’m exhausted, my mind still preoccupied with the mistake I made tonight dropping the bottle, so that when I clear the doorway, it takes me a second to come to my senses. The reaction is instantaneous – an earsplitting scream, a physical jump back, a shock to my heart, and hands immediately reaching to cover my pelvis and breasts – at the sight of the man standing in my bathroom.

      And not just any man.

      No.

      But a buck-naked man. Dripping in water. I see a flash of ink on his back in the partially fogged-up mirror’s reflection. One hand holds a towel up to his wet hair. The other is doing I don’t know what, because I’m so fixated on his presence that thinking clearly isn’t a priority.

      “HELP!” I scream the moment I get my wits about me, body frozen in fear, mind reeling.

      And even though his blue eyes look as shocked as mine probably do, his mouth spreads into a slow, disbelieving but definitely cocksure smile. “I’ve had women go to extremes before,” he says with a chuckle, silencing my next shriek for help, “but this takes it to a whole new level.”

      In my confusion, my guard comes up instantly, although for some reason I don’t actually feel threatened like a rational person would. I’m naked, hunched over trying to cover all my lady bits, caught between stepping back down the hallway and grabbing my last discarded item to cover myself up. But I know damn well my panties sure as hell aren’t going to make a very good shield. Add to that there’s no way in hell I’m giving him the wrong impression, that I’m retreating in fear.

      “Who are you? What are you doing here?” I’m shaking with adrenaline as I hop around in the I’m-naked dance, every ripple and roll of imperfection on my body on display in the wash of bathroom light into the hall. My eyes flicker desperately to assess the situation I have absolutely zero control over. I want more lights on to flood the house and don’t want them on at the same time.

      “I believe I should ask you the same question,” he says as he slowly lowers his hand, the towel now hanging at his side. Of course I look.

      And there it is… 

      I jump back like my eyes have been burned and yet first impressions are hard to erase: cut abs, that V of defined muscles, a trail of happy, and a more-than-impressive package. What the hell is wrong with me? There is a man in my house. He obviously just showered in my bathroom. And I’m staring at his dick.

      “Put that thing away!” I command, with my hand reaching out to gesture at his waist before I realize that I’ve just removed my hand from my own breasts and offered a peep show of my own. Of course I replace it promptly but not before the man throws his head back and emits a deep laugh. It causes his Adam’s apple to slide up, then down, chest to heave, and dick to bob.

      I force myself to look away because… well, because he’s a stranger. In my house. Naked. And oh my God, something is wrong with me, because I’m not running and calling 911 like I should.

      When his chuckle subsides, he brings his head back down, so I can see the tears in his eyes from laughter. “That thing is my cock, and since this is my bathroom and you seem to be attempting to seduce me in my house, I don’t think you have any right to tell me what to do.” And with that, he leans a hip against the counter and folds his arms across his chest, eyes locked on mine and one eyebrow lifted. Everything else is left hanging out there in the wind.

      “Your house? Seduce you?” At that point I realize I’m sputtering and shaking my head. “This is my house. You’re in my house.”

      Confusion drifts across his face and his jaw falls lax. “Hold up.” He lifts his hands in the Hold on a minute position, drawing my eyes back to where they don’t want to be. If this whole situation weren’t so unbelievable, it would be comical, and yet as true as that is, I don’t seem to be laughing at all. “I think there seems to be some misunderstanding.”

      “No shit.” Sarcasm is my fallback and it doesn’t disappoint me now. A lot of good it does me, though, as I’m still doing the naked dance while trying to react to this surreal situation.

      The look of disdain he gives me at my comment earns him no points in my book. “While I’m digging the socks with your outfit,” he says with a smirk, eyes veering down and then back up to my strategically placed hands, “you should cover up.” I catch the towel he tosses me and immediately wrap it around myself. I’m certain my mismatching knee-high socks make a statement about me, but I’m beyond caring, because I’m still alone in my house with a strange man and have no answers as to how this has happened.

      With one hand clutching onto the towel at my collarbone, I use the other to motion to him. “You too.”

      A lightning flash of a grin glances across his lips. “Sorry, but you just took the only towel left.”

      Why is this funny to him? This is not funny. Not in the least. And neither is my procrastination over folding the load of towels currently sitting in the dryer. Shit.

      I glance around quickly. Needing to keep an eye on him for safety’s sake and not wanting to look too closely for obvious reasons. Instinct tells me he’s not a threat and yet sensibility tells me he is. So I do the only thing I can, look slyly around for a weapon. Something. Anything.

      But I’m in a hallway. Pickings are slim. When I take a step back, the ancient mini-blinds behind me rattle as my butt hits them. The sound clicks my mind into gear and I reach back and pick up the broken wand that opens the blinds sitting on the windowsill. Without thinking, I hold it up in front of me like a swashbuckling sword.

      “How’d you get in here?” I demand in my deepest, growliest voice.

      “With the key under the frog on the back deck.” He doesn’t even fight the smile on his face or make an attempt to cover himself up. Nope. He just stands there nonchalant as day, like he’s used to women staring at his naked body.

      Maybe he is. He said he thought I was here to seduce him. Is he some kind of male escort or something? No. Wait. I have that all mixed up. He would be seducing me, then.

      Focus, Getty. Focus.

      “What key?” How come I didn’t know there was a key under the frog on the back deck? I jab the wand toward him to emphasize each word. “And the wood on the deck is broken. How’d you climb —”

      “How’d you get in here?”

      “I’ve been here and I’m the one asking questions.”

      That laugh again. Full-bodied. More than amused. Enough to make me wonder what it sounds like when he really means it. “Right. I forgot. You’re one to give orders in a bath towel, socks, and holding that fierce sword of yours.”

      I fight back the urge to drop the wand regardless of how stupid I look, because I don’t know this guy from Adam. “Answer. Me.”

      “Testy.”

      “Now.” I jab the wand to show him that I mean it. The smile again, but this time he bites his bottom lip to prevent it from spreading all the way to dimple territory.

      “Smitty gave me instructions on where to find the key. We made a deal. I get to stay here so long as I make some repairs for him.”

      What? “There’s some kind of misunderstanding. Smitty messed up. I’m already living here.”

      “So I gather by your Custer’s Last Stand demonstration,” he says with an indifferent wave of his hand.

      “How do you know him?” I already have a sinking feeling that something is seriously screwed up here and that I’m not going to like his answer.

      “He’s like an uncle to me.” He shrugs. “You?”

      “Darcy’s like an aunt,” I mimic him in reference to Smitty’s wife.

      We stare at each other as the knowledge that we’ve both been given access to this house settles into place between us.

      “Well, Smitty must have forgotten that Darcy told me I could stay here, so you’re going to have to find somewhere else to crash for the weekend.” There. I said it. Take that.

      “Good one.” He seems unfazed by my comment as he waltzes past me in all his masculine glory and heads into the bedroom to the right of the bathroom. “But I’m not just here for the weekend. And I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, you are!” I follow him the few steps into the bedroom and whoa, I’m greeted with a full male backside as he bends over to rifle through a duffel bag at the foot of the bed.

      “Get your eyeful now, Socks,” he says with a glance over his shoulder as he steps into a pair of boxer briefs and pulls them up. “Because after I call Smitty, I’m sure you’re the one who’ll find out you’ve overstayed the welcome.”

      He walks past me again, but this time I’m standing in the doorway. His body brushes ever so slightly against mine on the way out. I’m greeted with the scent of soap and masculinity fresh from the shower. I’m so busy admiring his ass, when I shouldn’t be, as he moves down the hallway that it takes a moment for his comment to break through his enticing scent clouding my brain.

      “Over my dead body!” I shout, rushing after him, clutching the towel tighter around me.

      “That would be a helluva waste with that body,” he murmurs from ahead of me. At least I think that’s what he says, but I can’t be certain and I sure as hell know he can’t be speaking about me.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said you sure are messy.”

      “No, I’m not.” He flicks on the hallway light just as the words leave my mouth. The path of my clothes is visible in all its cluttered glory. I cringe – not because of the destruction, but because he thinks he’s right. When really he has no fricking clue of what’s behind my messy trail. “Look, you don’t get to come into my house —”

      “It’s Smitty’s house,” he corrects as he holds up one finger and the face of his cell phone out with the other hand.

      “No, mine —”

      “Zander.” The phone crackles to life and a voice full of warmth comes through the speaker.

      So he has a name. 

      “Hey, Smitty.”

      I open my mouth to speak but shut it instantly when Zander levels me with a look.

      “Did you find the key all right? Get in okay?”

      “Yeah. Right where you said it’d be. But man, that deck is a death trap waiting to happen.” He laughs again. This time it’s softer, flooded with the same warmth in Smitty’s voice.

      “I told you, you’d have to earn your keep.”

      “I will. I’m good for it.”

      A sudden heavy silence settles on the line. One I don’t quite understand, but it’s obvious at the same time.

      “I know you are,” Smitty finally says quietly. “Just as my word to you is good. I promised you I wouldn’t tell them you were there —”

      “There’s a problem,” Zander interrupts, unexpectedly changing the subject. And I can’t quite put my finger on it, but whatever Smitty was talking about, Zander obviously doesn’t want to. I can see it in the sudden darkening of his eyes and the tense set of his shoulders.

      “What’s up?”

      “There’s a woman here. At the house.”

      “Did you already forget what to do with one?” He laughs. “I thought you were long past the birds and the bees speech, Zee.”

      A genuine smile glances across Zander’s lips, and his eyes flash up to meet mine. “I assure you I know what to do with one. But, uh… that’s not what I’m talking about. There’s a woman here. Her name’s…?” His eyes prompt me to respond.

      All of a sudden I can’t find my voice and when I do, I’m shy. Hating that giving him my name is almost an invitation for him to get to know me, when I want nothing more of this strange, obviously charismatic man than to see him walk out of the house and not come back.

      I clear my throat. “Getty.”

      “Getty?” He gives me a curious glance as if he’s questioning if I know my own name. I nod slowly to him because he’s right – it still sounds a little foreign to me too.

      New person. New name. New life.

      “Smitty, her name’s Getty. She says Darcy —”

      “Oh shit.” Smitty laughs into the line.

      “Yeah. Oh shit.” Zander’s not amused.

      “Hmm,” he muses, “Darce went on a girls’ trip up to the mountains. No service. She’ll be home midweek… I’ll have to ask her about it then.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Not in the least. There’s two beds. One bath. You’re a big boy. Figure it out,” he says with another chuckle before the line goes dead.

      “Goddammit. Smitty?” Zander swears again as he drops the phone onto the countertop with a thud. He braces both hands on the counter, head angled down looking at his phone while I look at him across the dimly lit room. Waiting. Wondering. Pushing aside the tickle of unease on the back of my neck as I hold tighter to the towel.

      My gaze flickers around the room frantically. My instinct is to try to find the smallest corner to fade into. Figure out where the fallout of his temper will have the least impact.

      After a moment, he lifts his head up and smirks. The tightness in my chest, the fear that crept in out of conditioning, slowly eases as I exhale.

      “Well, shit. I guess we’ve been told,” he says as he breezes past me down the hallway.

      It takes me a moment to regain my bearings and realize I’m not back there and this stranger isn’t Ethan, before I turn on my heel and rush once again down the hall after him.

      “Whoa. Wait!”

      “What for?” Zander turns back around like he has not a care in the world. Like he’s not in his underwear with one foot currently trapped in the leg of my skirt, and I’m not in a towel with knee-high socks on.

      “You’re not staying here.”

      He chuckles. “Yes, actually, I am.”

      “No, you’re not. There’s a hotel down the road on the boardwalk. A bed-and-breakfast too.”

      “You heard the man. There are two beds. One bath. Pretty straightforward.”

      Oh my God. The man is infuriating. And pigheaded. “You’re not hearing me.”

      “No, I’m hearing you all right. I’m just choosing not to listen.” He works his tongue in his cheek and lifts his eyebrows in a nonverbal challenge. “Besides, I promised Smitty I’d fix the place up and as of recently, I’m a man of my word. So I’m going to do just that.”

      Something about the way he says the last statement tells me there is more behind it than he’s letting on, but I’m tired from my shift and can’t find the effort to care.

      “You can do your repairs but stay at the hotel,” I instruct in my sternest voice as he turns around and heads toward the back of the house. “A win-win for both of us.” I attempt to infuse enthusiasm in my voice.

      “Did you take the big bedroom?”

      “What?” My head is spinning. Did he not hear a word I just said? He is not staying here. He can’t. This is my space. Well, technically Darcy and Smitty’s space, but it’s been mine for almost three months. The first place I’ve had as my own, ever, and it’s working – I have no other option but for it to work – so there is no way this is going to happen.

      “I asked if this is your shit in the big bedroom in back?” he asks over his shoulder as he goes to turn the knob on the door.

      “Did you touch it?” My defiance comes back immediately. My scattered thoughts are now focused. After being trivialized for so long, my privacy is so very important to me. Did he go in, rifle through my stuff? See my work, the bleed of my emotion onto canvas, and judge it?

      “No.” His answer is resolute. I’m right behind him, so when he turns around and sees what I can assume is the panic on my face, he angles his head and stares for a moment longer. “I opened the door, figured the stuff was Darcy’s from the last time they were here. Didn’t want to touch anything I wasn’t supposed to, so I dropped my shit in there.” He points to the only other bedroom in the house, right next to mine.

      He’s too close for comfort, so when he steps back to turn to face me, I retreat too. The space between us is clogged with his… his… everything about him, and I find it hard not to react.

      “Wait. Stop.” I hold my hands up, shake my head. “Just give me a minute here.” Give me space.

      “Take all the time you want in the world, Socks,” he says, eyes full of a strange mix of humor and sincerity. And yet he doesn’t step back, doesn’t shift out of the way, so it’s the wall behind me and him directly in front of me.

      “Do you mind?” 

      “Not at all.” He doesn’t move, just continues to look at me with a face that’s the portrait of innocence, and yet a hunch tells me he’s anything but.

      “Personal space, here,” I say sternly, motioning with my one free hand for him to back up some.

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.” He takes a small step back and fights the half-cocked grin on his lips. “But you’re going to have to get used to us sharing it, since it looks like we’re going to be shacking up together for the next couple of days until Darcy gets back and tells Smitty that your time’s up.”

      That grin comes at me full force once he knows his comment has hit its mark with my sputtering lack of response.

      “You’re frustrating and irritating and…” And handsome and too close and too many things I don’t want to cloud my space when men are the last thing on my current agenda.

      “And you’re still standing here naked in a towel. And socks. I’ve had a long few weeks. I’m tired. It’s late.” He looks at his watch and then back to me. “Why don’t we go to bed and we can figure out the rest in the morning?”

      “It’s not that easy,” I argue.

      “Yeah, actually it is. You lie on your bed, close your eyes, and drift off to sleep. The only decision you need to make is back, stomach, or side. See? Easy.”

      I hate that he’s turned on the boyish charm, because it’s much more endearing for some reason than the naked-man-in-the-bathroom thing. “How do I know that you’re not —”

      “I assure you I’m a lot of things, but a creep or a murderer or a rapist isn’t one of them,” he states, stealing the thoughts from my head.

      “Like you’d tell me if you were.”

      He laughs. “If I were one, I already had plenty of opportunities.” He shrugs. “Besides, Smitty vouched for me. You heard him. Shut off your mind. Go get some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”

      And with a flash of a smile and a nod of his head, he enters the bedroom next to mine and shuts the door with a resounding thud. I’m left staring at the faded wood door with unspoken words on my tongue and confusion cluttering my mind.

      “Well then… there’s that.” It’s all I can say as I slip into my own bedroom and stand there in the darkness, hunger forgotten, shower no longer a priority, and attempt to process the last twenty minutes.

      I reach back and twist the handle on the door and test that it’s actually locked, but as I sit back on the bed, I wonder if the lock is as shoddy as so many other things in this house. Besides, lock or not, if he wanted to open the door and get to me, one swift kick of his foot against the handle would grant him access.

      The notion settles about the same time I hear his door open. I suck in my breath, my own thoughts and jaded reality melding a bit too much for my own liking, but when I hear his steps head down the hall toward the kitchen, I relax some.

      Should I push the dresser in front of the door, just in case? I’ve slept with enough fear in my lifetime; this is one place I don’t want to have to do that.

      Just as I’m about to move to the dresser and test its weight, there’s a knock on my door. I jump out of my skin and feel stupid immediately. It’s not like I didn’t know he was here or anything.

      “Just in case you’re still scared of me and need some protection,” he says with a chuckle through the door, which leaves me more confused until I see a glint off the moonlight as something slides beneath it. “Night, Socks.”

      I wait to hear his door shut again before I move toward mine and switch on the light. Fighting the laugh that falls from my mouth is futile when I look down to see the mini-blind wand on the floor.

      Smart-ass. 

      Unsure what to do and feeling completely unsettled, I leave the wand where it is, throw on some pajamas, and slide into the bed.

      But sleep doesn’t come regardless of how tired I am. My mind goes a million miles an hour as I think about what just happened.

      The bathroom standoff. The naked dance. The ludicrousness of having to defend myself with a mini-blind wand. All of it.

      And yet none of it matters, because he’s still here and I’m still left trying to figure out how I’m going to make him leave.

      The funny thing is, I should have been petrified, especially on the heels of my freak-out tonight at the bar. And I was at first. My heart was pounding and adrenaline was racing, but not once did I run away and cower like I used to. There’s something to be said for that.

      Baby steps.

      At least I just proved to myself that I’m making some.
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GETTY

      The sound of a hammer jars me awake.

      The sky’s just turning light, and I want to snuggle back under the covers and sleep a little longer. But when I rub my feet together, there are socks on them, and I never sleep with socks on my feet.

      Night, Socks. 

      The words tumble through my sleep-drugged mind and last night rushes back in full comedic color.

      I must be dreaming. I’ll just go back to sleep, chase away the nightmare. Prove it didn’t happen.

      Just as I snuggle deeper into my covers, the damn hammer starts again. Shocks my mind awake. Tells me Zander really is in the bedroom beside me. And that my damn neighbor, Nick, must be working on his house and has absolutely zero sympathy for the fact that I worked the closing shift last night.

      Go away, Nick, I yell at him in my mind. Groaning out loud. But what if Zander’s not a morning person either? What if Nick keeps hammering and the noise drives him insane and pushes him toward the hotel in town?

      Optimistic at the prospect, I slide out of bed, grab my fluffy purple robe, and wrap it tightly around myself. Already missing the warmth of the bed, I step over the wand and open my bedroom door so I can check if Zander’s door is still shut. It is.

      Keep hammering away, Nick. 

      I tread lightly down the hall, brush my teeth as quietly as possible, and then head toward the front of the house just as the bang, bang, bang starts again. I know my intentions are bitchy and Zander’s probably a nice guy, but I really need to keep this place all to myself. Need to continue figuring things out on my own. I have to heal my body, mind, and heart so I can figure out what’s next for me.

      Intending to sit on the front patio and let the steady pounding wake me fully, I pull open the door and am startled to see Zander with hammer in hand making the noise himself.

      Are you kidding me? 

      Instantly discouraged, I know I should retreat. Go take advantage of the shower while he’s out here and think of a new game plan.

      Yet I don’t move. Can’t. Even though it’s the last thing I want to be caught doing, I’m transfixed watching him: the sinews in his forearms as he swings the hammer, his hair falling over his brow as he leans forward, the drip of sweat that falls off the edge of his nose, and the bunch of his muscles beneath his T-shirt. The ones my mind can still picture bared like they were last night.

      I’m pissed all over again. At him especially. About all those things inside me the sight of him hot and sweaty is stirring awake. At least last night there was humor and frustration. This morning is just a straight-up punch of – unwelcome – lust.

      He definitely needs to go. To the hotel. To any of the other islands here off the coast of Washington State. Out to sea for all I care. Anywhere but here.

      I take a step back into the house to provide some distance from his definitive virility and formulate a new plan to get him to leave. Hog all the hot water. Be a slob. Flush the toilet every time he’s in the shower. Burn some awful-smelling incense. I don’t know for certain, but the one thing I do know is that the longer I stand here and stare at him, the harder convincing myself to do something is going to be.

      “Goddammit!” Zander swears, and drops the hammer with a clatter. The sudden noise has me stepping back into the doorway. He sucks on his thumb, swears again, and shakes his hand. “You just going to stand there and stare?”

      The bite to his voice sounds very different from last night and for a moment I’m frozen in indecision. Then I swallow over the lump lodged in my throat, which used to be my norm, and tell myself that’s the old me. Time to buck up and remember why I’m here and why I need him gone.

      “Yep. Sure am.” It’s all I say, all I can think to say, but at least this time I have clothes on when I face him down.

      Luckily he does too. What’s unlucky for me is how perfectly they hug his biceps. And his pecs.

      “You’ve lived here how long?”

      I startle at the question. “Three months–ish.”

      “And you never bothered to fix this step here?” I stare at him. Big, blank doe eyes are my only answer, because I knew it was there and hadn’t gotten around to it yet. Fixing myself is a big enough chore in itself. “Didn’t think so,” he responds when I don’t answer. “And you still think you deserve to stay here over me?”

      Everything within me bristles at his comment. My need to stand up for myself versus my need to not feel stupid are warring against each other, so instead of saying anything, I just shake my head and step back into the house without another word.

      Ignoring Smitty’s explanation last night, I immediately fire off a text to Darcy, which helps me to feel like I’m being proactive. I know he said she’s not getting any service, but since I just walked away without a word from Zander when I should have stood up for myself, I figured I needed to do something to make me feel a little more in control of this out-of-control situation.

      Needing time to think, I head to the one place in the house where I can block out the sound of the hammer and Zander’s annoying presence: the shower. I take my time, purposely letting all the hot water run empty before I get out. The sweat ring on Zander’s shirt says he went out for a run. A run means he’ll want a shower. And oopsie, this house has such a small hot-water heater that maybe he should go to the hotel down the street, where they have a massive abundance of it.

      But he’s not waiting to take one when I leave the bathroom. In fact the hammer continues for a while, making it nearly impossible to ignore him. Or forget him. So in another attempt to shut him out, I close myself off in my room and take my time getting ready. I experiment with my makeup, as I find myself doing lately. It’s a newfound freedom being able to choose different eye shadows or shades of lipstick or to wear none at all when for so very long I had to abide by what I’d deemed the Stepford Wife daily makeup application.

      My easel calls to me over the top of the vanity. Sketches in charcoal sit there waiting for me to paint them with bright and beautiful colors… although for some reason, I think they’d prefer to stay in their black-and-white state with smeared fingerprints and tarnished edges.

      Kind of like me. Kind of like my face.

      I stare at myself long and hard in the mirror, take stock of the reflection looking back at me: wide-set jaw, full lips, rosy cheeks, peaches and cream complexion, a dusting of freckles I’ve never cared for across the bridge of my nose, longish light brown hair. But the one thing that holds my attention rapt is my eyes; their deep chocolate brown hue looks much less haunted than when I drove onto the ferry, unsure of what awaited me on the island.

      I shake my head, pull myself back from thoughts about my old life. The designer clothes, five-star restaurants, and mandatory social-status outings – the finest of all things in life. But hand in hand with that went the complete and utter loss of control over my choices, the pretenses I had to keep, and the lack of truly living my life.

      But here… here there is water and fresh air and space to create. There are genuine smiles and I’m just the new girl, Getty Caster, not Gertrude Caster-Adams of the renowned Caster family with expectations to fulfill and a husband with a reputation to uphold.

      Zander’s voice swearing loudly through the open windows (Mrs. Brown next door is not going to take too kindly to it) causes the ghosts to skitter back into hiding. With a sigh, I look down at my makeup towelette smeared with various browns and blues and reds and decide that my lip gloss and mascara will have to do just fine for today, because coffee is more important than cosmetics at this point in time.

      Besides, I don’t want Zander thinking I’m making any efforts for him. I won’t hesitate to do my makeup for work or because I want to, but never again because I have to for a man.

      Going through my morning routine, I pretend like the house is still mine, still void of the distinct scent of masculinity, and still drenched in the solitude I came here to find. And when I walk out into the family room, all three of the things I’ve tried to ignore slap me squarely in the face when I come upon Zander making himself at home. He’s sitting on the couch, feet on the coffee table, and scowling at the television.

      I notice it’s a race of some sort. I intend not to give it or him more than two seconds of my attention. And of course that’s impossible to do when I notice the huge gash on the side of Zander’s leg, running from his ankle to about halfway to his knee. It’s bruised and bloody and I immediately cringe at how bad that had to have hurt.

      “What happened to your leg?” There’s concern in my voice along with a healthy dose of curiosity.

      “Someone has lived here for three months and has yet to fix the step or caution it off so that others might not put their full weight on it and fall straight through to the ground.” He works his tongue in his cheek, but his eyes never wander from the television in front of him.

      Oh shit. 

      “I’m sorry.” The words are off my tongue immediately – instant reflex – before I shake my head and bite back the gushing apologies that automatically cue in my mind out of habit. “I didn’t know… I didn’t expect you. Are you okay? Do you need a doctor to look at it?” I move into the room toward him, truly apologetic, but at the same time knowing I can’t fix it now.

      When he finally angles his gaze my way, the stare he gives me stops me dead in my tracks. “Don’t.” It’s a warning, loud and clear, and one I don’t need to hear twice.

      We stare at each other, his oppressive mood filling the space between us in such contrast with the playful guy I met and actually kind of liked last night, regardless of how infuriating he was.

      “It was an honest mistake. If I had known you were coming or going to get up that early, I would have…” My words fade off when his attention turns back to the television as clouds of smoke fill the upper right-hand turn of a track. Metal and tires fly as several cars connect with the concrete wall and one another.

      He leans toward the television, jaw slack and eyes widening as if he were there, going through it himself, driving the car. “Unbelievable.” He says it like a swearword before he picks up the remote and turns it off. “The man can do no fucking wrong.”

      Guess he really likes racing. 

      “Was that your driver?” I ask, hoping to break the tension.

      His laugh fills the room. It’s full and rich but with a tinge of contempt that has me taking a step back, leery of everything about his demeanor.

      I feel stupid. Did I phrase it the wrong way? “I meant to say, is that the driver you usually follow?”

      He coughs out an amused sound but says nothing further. There’s something about his reaction that makes me feel like I’m being mocked. And then it clicks for me.

      “Is that how you know Smitty? Doesn’t he race or something?”

      “Something like that,” he murmurs, eyes back, fixated on the TV screen as if he’s still watching the race unfold in his mind.

      “Something like that?”

      “Yeah. Something like that.”

      Well, isn’t he Mr. Talkative? “What’s his —”

      “No, Getty. We’re not going to do this right now.” He carelessly tosses the remote on the table with a clatter as he removes his feet from it, face wincing in pain. “We’re not going to do the get-to-know-you crap, because let’s face it, you’re going to be leaving in a few days. Then we’re never going to see each other again, so why waste our breath bullshitting each other? Neither of us is going to say anything more than what we want the other to hear anyway. From what I gather, we’re both here so we can’t lie to ourselves anymore, so let’s just save the pretenses. Deal?”

      He rises to his feet, bringing our bodies near each other but everything else about us a million miles apart. I force a swallow down my throat because I hate so many things about the truth in his words. Despising that he’s hammered the nail on the head about my reasons for being here when he’s known me less than twenty-four hours. And hating that maybe I was secretly liking and loathing his company simultaneously. That maybe a part of me liked hearing another voice, enjoyed the laughter in his eyes last night, and the way he looked at me like I was more than just an object.

      Does that even make sense? God, I’m so confusing. You either do or you don’t, Getty. Kind of hard to desire both solitude and some company.

      While I’m at it, I might as well hold a whole conversation in my head while he stares me down to make sure I understand where he’s coming from. And I do. I definitely do.

      I nod my head as I wait for the words to come. And with the words come the anger that he’s an asshole and I shouldn’t want to like him, because who is that honest when you’ve just met someone? I’ve had enough assholes for a lifetime – forgetting one more shouldn’t be a problem for me.

      “Deal.” I purse my lips, shake my head, and turn on my heel without another word. Because he’s right – I don’t want to waste any more of my breath on him. I’ve already wasted enough that he’s made my head spin.
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ZANDER

      
         

        Would it kill you to pick up your phone and text me back to let me know you’re okay? I get you’re pissed at the world. Believe me, I’ve been there. Don’t be a dick and try to deal with whatever’s going on all on your own. That’s what you have brothers like me for.

      

      Staring at the text from Shane for the twentieth time in as many minutes, I hate that I want to respond to it and at the same time that I don’t want to. I love my brother to death, but I can’t deal with him just yet.

      He’s the good guy. Checking up on me. Telling me he’s there for me. Being the good brother he’s always been to me.

      And I’m just the asshole. Needing to fly solo for now.

      I delete the text.

      I don’t need another reminder of everything I don’t deserve.
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GETTY

      All day the bar has seen a steady flow of tourists, likely in a last mad rush to soak up island life and relax with a few drinks before the ferry leaves for the mainland for the last run of the day.

      I’ve gotten to know its schedule, the ebb and flow of foot traffic, and then after the tourists load up and get on board, the locals emerge from their hiding places. They fill the Lazy Dog to capacity and bitch about the trash left behind by visitors, while thanking God for the money brought to the island’s economy. It’s the weekend routine here, something I’ve come to appreciate and depend on as part of my new normal.

      “You good, Getty?” Liam asks from above the roar of the customers as someone hits a long fly ball in a close game playing on every television screen in the bar.

      “Yep.” I wipe down the bar top in front of me and take a few minutes to organize the clutter that amasses during a shift, thanks to the lull in orders with the bases-loaded situation in the game.

      “Can you help me with service to table thirteen?”

      “Sure.” It’s rare for Liam to ask me to step out from behind the bar. He knows I like it better behind the counter, but when it’s super busy like it is tonight, I’ll venture out into what I call the Wild West.

      I hate it but know it’s pushing the boundaries of my comfort zone, forcing me to engage and not be so skittish.

      With a fortifying sigh, I pull up my socks, one zebra striped and the other polka-dotted today, the Lazy Dog uniform of logo T-shirt and mismatched knee-high socks as much of a landmark here in PineRidge as the ferry’s horn that goes off every hour. I make my way across the crowded bar to the little alcove near the front. It’s one of the bar’s coveted spots, offering the table’s occupant both a view of the ocean through the open windows and a clear sight line to the ball game. I get distracted by a few comments on the way, have a few laughs, stop to watch the next pitch, before I finally arrive at the table.

      “What can I get for you tonight?” I ask the top of the ball cap before glancing back over my shoulder as the room collectively groans when the cleanup hitter strikes out.

      I withhold a groan of my own when the customer lifts his head and I find Zander’s vibrant blue eyes looking back at me. “Oops, we seem to be all out of alcohol,” I say, sarcasm impossible to ignore as I start to walk away and leave him parched.

      “Socks.” His hand flashes out to grab onto my forearm the same time he says that stupid nickname he’s given me. And the instant I feel his fingers tighten on my arm, alarm surges through me and has me yanking my arm from his grasp like I’ve been burned by fire.

      “Let go!” The minute the words are out, I regret them. And not just the words but the audible sounds of fear and desperation woven in them.

      Zander removes his hand instantly, but the look in his eyes is almost ten times more intrusive than the unwelcome panic his touch sparked. I wait for the questions to come, the look that indicates I have no right to react this way, and yet he says nothing. He just keeps his eyes locked on mine, making assumptions I’d rather he not make.

      “Sorry… I, uh, sorry. Too much coffee today. What can I get you?” Heat warms my cheeks as I hold his stare and try to feign that everything is okay. That my heart’s not racing and embarrassment isn’t the reason I’m shifting my feet.

      “Don’t be,” he finally says, breaking the tension between us and allowing the customers around us who’ve taken notice of my reaction to ease back in their seats. But beneath his hat, his brows narrow as his eyes tell me he’s not buying the “too much coffee” line. “It was my bad. Whatever IPA you have on draft is fine. I’m not picky.”

      I move away from the table as quickly as possible, purposefully avoiding the stares from the regulars, since that’s twice in two days they’ve seen me act like a skittish mouse. The last thing I need is to draw more attention to myself, so I’m thrilled that another server offers to take Zander his beer while I fill more orders behind the bar.

      Once I get lost in the work, in the hustle and bustle of filling orders, I remind myself to ignore Zander’s looming presence. I know he’s watching me, can feel his eyes scrutinizing me from the other side of the room, even though every time I begrudgingly glance up, he’s not looking my way. But in between delivering drinks and watching a few key moments of the game, I happen to notice people stopping at his table – men and women alike – chatting and laughing, almost as if they’re enamored with him.

      It’s tempting to roll my eyes and snort in disgust. If they only knew what a grade A asshole he is. But then I’m left to try to figure out how, if he’s new to the island, these people know him, because I’m sure it’s not his charismatic personality drawing them in.
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