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Chapter 1: Ella
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My older sister Jane glared at me, her dark eyes menacing in the glow from the fire. “Let me tell you a story. It starts like this,” she said. “‘Twas the week before Christmas, and all through the house, not a creature was stirring, except for the megalomaniac four-year-old whose irresponsible aunt fed her twelve candy canes before dropping her off.” 


I grinned, hoping to lighten the mood. “I don’t think that’s how it goes.”


She shook her head, black hair brushing her shoulders. “It does in this hellish version.”


Behind her, Willow, the niece I was an irresponsible aunt to, roared in jolly incoherence. I slanted my eyes toward her and nearly choked. She’d somehow managed to strip naked in the three minutes since we walked through the door, the light brown skin with golden undertones she inherited from Jane now on full display. 


What was it with kids her age being allergic to clothing?


Jane caught my expression and turned to follow my gaze. Together, we watched Willow grab the end of the garland that adorned the staircase and take off at a dead sprint. The festive decor pulled loose with surprising violence. Twine snapped. Twigs splintered in half and scattered small, stabby pieces of bark all over the living room carpet.


“Sweet Jesus, no,” Jane said.


Willow’s long black hair whirled behind her as she raced toward us. The greenery she clutched in her tyrannical little fist left a mess of pine needles and winterberries in her wake that would be a pain in the ass to clean up. 


I am never going to live this one down.


As she neared, I caught a familiar tune through the madness and realized that she wasn’t incoherent, but scream-singing a badly butchered version of a holiday classic.


“Jangly balls! Jangly balls!” 


Oh, God. 


Where had she even heard that? 


Jane and I reached for her as she ran past, but she managed to evade us, twisting and ducking like a running back at the peak of their game. Sensing freedom, she dropped the garland and fled down the hallway, her singing replaced by a sinister cackle that was unsettling coming from a four-year-old.


I turned back to my sister. “In my defense, I didn’t know she could reach the jar I hid the candy canes in.” 


Jane pointed at me and opened her mouth, but before she could launch into what I’m sure would have been an epic telling off, a distant thud came from the back of the house. It sounded like Willow had literally just bounced off a wall. 


“I will get you back for this,” Jane told me before hurrying off to save her sugar-addled daughter from herself. 


“I’m sorry!” I called after her.


She flipped me the bird and disappeared down the hall.


I sighed. What a disaster. I loved spending time with Willow and was usually pretty good with her. Today had been an off day. One I’d pay for. Knowing Jane, it would take me weeks to convince her to let me babysit again. 


A pocket door slid open in my periphery. Cropped blond hair peeked out from it, followed, slowly, by the head of my brother-in-law. 


“Hey, Dave,” I said. 


He glanced around the room like he was searching for threats. The lights from the nearby Christmas tree sparkled in the reflection of his black-framed glasses. His gaze landed on me, expression flat. “Go now, Ella. While you still can.” 


Another thud echoed through the house, followed by Jane’s raised voice. Dave gave me a meaningful look and slid his office door closed. 


I muffled my laughter as I made my escape. Jane wouldn’t thank me for it right now.


Outside, the winter wind whipped the freshly fallen snow into a flurry. It spiraled into the spill of fluorescent white shining from the rear floodlights and coalesced into the arctic version of a dust devil. The direction of the breeze shifted, and the mini snow tornado split in two. For a brief moment, it was like I walked past a pair of enchanted winter sprites twining around each other at an Antarctician ball. I could almost hear Jack Frost playing the ice pipes in the distance as he urged them on. 


A heartbeat later, the wind died down, and they fell back to the ground, inanimate once more. 


I smiled as my boots crunched over the freshly shoveled walkway. Evergreens crowded the driveway, their boughs weighed down by today’s snowfall. The steam from my breath hung in front of my face before drifting up and away. I tilted my head back to watch it dissipate. Above me, stars ripped through the velvety expanse of the night sky like a shotgun blast. 


I loved winter. It was my favorite season – a time to gather, to hunker down with friends and family while storms raged outside. Afterward, everything was so clean and bright. It made it easy to ignore, if only for a little while, all the troubles of the world. 


The sound of muted whining brought me back to myself. I’d left my truck idling in the driveway. Two dark blobs were pressed against the driver’s side window. I moved closer, and the snouts those blobs were attached to came into focus. My rescue Huskies, Fred and Sam, stared at me from the other side of the glass. 


I waved my arms at them. “Get your drooly noses off the window.” 


Sam yipped in response, which taunted a bark out of Fred, which Sam had to answer. By the time I reached the vehicle, they were howling. 


I wrenched open the door. “Would you two be quiet? You’re going to -”


A deep, keening bay rose to answer them from far too close. 


I froze, the hair on the back of my neck standing on end. Sam and Fred shared a panicked look before racing into the safety of the backseat, where they huddled down like a pair of rabbits in a thicket. More howls joined the first, forming an unholy chorus. Low growls punched through the cacophony. A high-pitched yelp rang out like some sort of demonic soprano. 


My skin prickled in goosebumps that had nothing to do with the cold. The surrounding woods were carpeted with deep snow, causing sound waves to diffract in a way that made it difficult to judge the distance of the noises. I couldn’t tell if the animals making them were a mile away or about to burst through the nearest tree line and rush at me in a seething frenzy of fur and teeth. 


The howls broke off, a low, mournful note lingering in the air long after the others fell away. 


“It’s just coy dogs,” I told Fred and Sam. 


They didn’t look convinced.


I climbed into the truck and shut the door. My thick gloves made it impossible to do much else, so I yanked one off with my teeth, dug my phone out of my heavy jacket, and dialed Dave’s number. 


“Yo,” he said by way of greeting. 


“Did you hear that?”


“Your dogs? Or the wolves?”


I sucked in a breath. “They’re back?” 


“The wolves that the US Fish and Wildlife Service insists we don’t have in Maine? Yeah, they’re back. A friend of mine said they were sighted ranging down from Canada about a week ago.”


“Be careful if you come outside. They sounded close.”


“Eh. Sounds are tricky this time of year.”


“Still,” I said, thinking of Willow. 


“Don’t worry. I’ll tell Jane. We’ll be careful.”


I put the truck into reverse after we hung up and backed out of their long driveway. The clock on my dash read 6:15. It was a Friday night, and I was a single twenty-three-year-old. If I lived anywhere else in the country, I might be getting ready to go out with friends or swiping right on dating apps. There were fewer options for fun in the northern reaches of Maine, and the thought of eating another dinner alone with my pets sounded a little too depressing right now. 


I pulled onto the road and hit the phone button on my steering wheel. “Call Jack Hundel.”


A gruff male voice came through the speakers after the third ring. “Y’ello there, Ella.” 


“Hey, Jack.”


One of the dogs let out a low woof from behind me. 


“You got the boys with you?” Jack’s tone changed into the higher register with a slightly hysterical edge that all canine lovers seem to favor when speaking to their four-legged friends. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s the best boy? Is it you, Fred?” In response, Fred leapt into the front seat and started jump-prancing as he barked. “Or is it you, Sammy?” Sam, not to be upstaged, started howling again. Right behind my ear. 


I ducked away from him. “Jack, cut it out. They’re not buckled in. If you rile them up any more, they’ll wreck the truck.” 


He cleared his throat. “Sorry. Whatcha up to, kiddo?” 


“I just dropped Willow off and was thinking of swinging by before I head home.” 


“Sure, come on over. I got half a chicken in the oven and just cracked open a beer.”


“Homebrew?” I asked, thinking of the delicious dark ale I’d had the last time I dropped by. 


“You betcha.”


“Any oatmeal stout left?” 


“Two. I’ll save ‘em for ya.” 


“Thanks, Jack. See you in a few,” I said before hanging up. 


A four-way stop marked the end of Dave and Jane’s street. I paused there and put the truck into park, then ushered Fred into the backseat and buckled both of the dogs in. The roads were a little rough out by Jack’s, and I didn’t want to risk them getting hurt if I slid into a snowbank. They whined at the constraints at first, but settled down once we got closer to town and they had more to look at out of the windows. 


The one set of lights in what passed as the downtown area were red when I reached them. Because of course they were. Three cars sat ahead of me waiting for them to turn green. 


I eased to a stop at the end of the line. “Can you believe this traffic?” 


Fred and Sam yipped in response. 


I reached into the plastic container in my cup holder and dug out a few treats for them as a reward. Yes, I had trained them to bark in response to that exact question. And yes, I still laughed every time. You have to find creative ways to keep yourself entertained in rural areas.


The light turned green. In just a few miles, we were back in the woods, starting the long climb into the foothills. Jack’s place was on the opposite side of the valley as my sister’s. He lived close to the top of a hill about twelve feet shy of mountain status. The most direct road was so steep that I wouldn’t risk taking it now. This soon after a snowfall, you had to begin the ascent going about sixty if you had any hope of keeping enough momentum going to get to the top. 


I hadn’t been driving fast enough the last time I attempted it, and the tires had lost their grip halfway up the hill. Thank God for the house I had just passed and my years of experience on ice-slicked roads. I’d managed to steer the truck into their driveway during the slide. To anyone watching, I would have looked like a demolition derby queen with nerves of steel, but the truth is I’d been terrified. My hands shook for nearly an hour after, and I’d stayed far away from that road in bad weather ever since. 


Taking the long way added another ten minutes to my trip, but I didn’t mind; I wasn’t in a rush. Plus, the views were nicer along this route, especially after a storm. Two-hundred-year-old stone fences marked the property lines of the houses. Here and there, a merry spill of golden light shone through the forest, offering a brief glimpse of a log cabin or an A-frame in a clearing beyond. 


I caught sight of twinkling Christmas lights down a long driveway and had a brief flashback to a snowball fight I’d had there as a kid. The Masons had owned it then. They’d sold the place to the Andrews when I was in middle school and moved to New Hampshire in search of better jobs. 


That was a common theme in my area. People moved away to find jobs, or go to school, or to get away from the suffocating monotony of small-town life. Few ever returned, and our population was a dying one as a result. 


The truck’s engine whined as I navigated switchback after switchback on the climb up. Soon even those brief glimpses of homesteads fell away. Pine trees replaced oaks as I neared the top of the hill, butting right against the road. Their branches crowded out the star-strewn sky and dropped clumps of snow on the roof of the cab. 


The road opened up again when I crested the summit. I slowed the truck to a crawl so I could take in the dizzying view. Mountains loomed in the distance, their jagged outlines only visible because of the absence of stars. Resting far below them on the valley floor was the town. Its lights glimmered like the swirling mass of some small galaxy, the pinpricks of white that spread out from it the planets it had pulled into its orbit. 


“Would you look at that,” I said. I’d lived here most of my life, but sometimes the beauty of my hometown still stole my breath away.


I brought my focus back to the road and shifted into four-wheel low to begin the descent. Jack’s was the first driveway on the right. There weren’t any streetlights here, so I looked for the red reflector on his mailbox. 


The dogs got antsy when I turned off the road. We were at Jack’s, and that meant bear hugs and dog treats were about to happen. Fred pulled at his harness. Sam whined as he strained to look out the front window. 


“I got it, I got it. Just hold on,” I told them. “And don’t even think about howling out here.”


God only knew what might answer if they did. This side of the valley bordered the wilderness. Like, no one lives beyond this point, you will die if you don’t know what you’re doing out there, wilderness. 


Aroostook County, Maine was the largest east of the Mississippi, with over four million acres of mountains, trees, and waterways. Beyond our town, there was nothing but rugged, mostly impassable terrain dissected by roaring rivers. Instead of humans, it was populated by coyotes, moose, fishers, bears – who were thankfully fast asleep in their dens – wolves, and probably, though the US Fish and Wildlife Service would deny it too, mountain lions. 


With the thought of wolves still plaguing me, I drove slowly, searching the tree line on either side of the truck for the tell-tale reflection of eyes. Jack’s driveway was unpaved, and thanks to my glacial pace, I gave him plenty of time to hear me coming. 


He stepped out onto the front porch as I pulled up. In his mid-sixties, he still stood ramrod straight, with broad shoulders, salt and pepper hair, and a face that was tan even during winter thanks to snow glare. The few wrinkles he had were clustered around his eyes and mouth, a dead giveaway for how much he smiled. 


He looked like an instafamous hipster grandpa. One that could out bench-press men half his age. The women of our small town, many much younger than him, considered Jack to be one of the most eligible bachelors in the area. I knew him well enough to say that those women would forever be disappointed. Jack had loved his late wife in a way that would make any other relationship pale in comparison. She’d died the same year as my grandfather; the year Jack would tell you was easily the worst of his life. 


When I was younger, I’d called him Uncle Jack, though he was more of a great uncle. Once removed. I think. His father had been married to my grandfather’s mother for a few years, so whatever that would make him. Ex-great uncle, maybe? 


Their parents’ marriage hadn’t stuck it out, but even though they were over a decade apart in age, Jack and my grandfather’s brotherly relationship had endured the split. Jack had been a constant fixture in my life because of it. After my grandfather’s death, I spent a lot of time on this hill with him and his wife, Renee, who had already accepted the finality of her cancer diagnosis and had given up fighting it. 


I practically moved in after she passed. Jack and I spent those days felling trees, clearing a swath of forest beyond his home for planting, coaxing tillable soil out of the rocky terrain, and basically working ourselves to the bone to keep from succumbing to grief. Now, three years later, I still came over at least once a week. 


Jack yanked open the passenger door as I rolled to a stop. “Where are my boys?” 


The dogs barked like mad, nearly deafening me in the enclosed space of the cab. I turned the truck off and freed them from their harnesses, and they shot out of the backseat to race circles around him. 


“Nice to see you too, Jack!” I yelled over the racket.


He totally ignored me. “Do you want some…TREATS?” 


The dogs fell over each other in their excitement.


I rolled my eyes and went around to the passenger side to join the fray. Jack and I were just pulling apart from a hug when a set of lights flashed through the trees, followed by the sound of tires crunching over gravel. 


“That’ll be Ben,” Jack said. “New neighbor just down the hill. He bought the old Reynolds farmstead and is fixing it up. He’s from out west and doesn’t know anyone, so I figured I’d invite him over to meet you. You’re close in age. Maybe you can introduce him to the other youngins in town.”


I glanced toward the vehicle – a lifted Jeep – as it rolled to a stop and the lights cut out. “Sure. They could use some fresh meat. Gossip is running dry with everyone shut up from the storms.”


Jack snorted. “Well, go easy on him. Like I said, he’s new, and not used to small-town life. I think you’ll like him, though. He’s artsy-fartsy like yourself.”


I grinned. To Jack, artsy-fartsy could mean a couple of things: Ben was either an artist or a craftsman, or identified as a liberal. Which was funny, because while Jack identified as an independent, his political views were pretty “artsy-fartsy” by today’s standards. 


Jack reached down to ruffle Sam’s ears. “Why don’t you wait here and introduce yourself? I’ll go get these monsters a treat and try to calm them down so they don’t maul the poor bastard as soon as they see him.” 


It was my turn to snort. “Good luck with that.”


He disappeared inside the house with the dogs while I readied myself to play the part of Ambassador to the Youngins. I even prepared a brief speech: “Hi, I’m Ella. Welcome to the middle of absolutely nowhere. Next town is forty minutes thataway. Good news! They have a Walmart there. Oh, and did I mention that I’m one of only fifteen people near your approximate age in this area? Hope you like us, otherwise you’re shit out of luck.” 


The vehicle door opened, and my nice, witty speech went up in flames, because a very broad shadow stepped out from it. Not down from it, like any normal-sized human would from a jacked-upped four-by-four, out from it. Like the Jeep had to be lifted to reach a height more comfortable for the driver. 


He shut the door and ambled into the halo of golden porchlight, and my brain short-circuited for a second. Because I knew who he was: Benjamin Kakoa. Benjamin freaking Kakoa. Walking up to me. In my once-removed (possibly?) great uncle’s driveway. 


To be clear, I didn’t know him, know him. I just recognized his face. And his hair. From television. And print ads. And the packaging my running shoes came in. Because he was a famous person. A very famous person. 


Two years ago, he’d starred in sports gear commercials and repped luxury watch brands and had even been plastered across magazine pages in shampoo ads. He’d been one of the biggest football stars in the country. And then his older brother, Zach Kakoa, also a football pro, had suffered a seizure while home visiting family in their native Hawaii. He’d been driving at the time. With his wife and son in the car. Tragically, all three had succumbed to their injuries in the resulting crash. 


Their deaths had shocked the sporting world, but that was nothing compared to what followed. During Zach’s autopsy, the coroner found significant scarring from past traumatic brain injuries, caused by his years of contact on the field. She ruled that these TBIs had been the cause of the seizure. 


Ben quit the US Football League the day the findings were released. He was one of many young men who realized the money they were being paid wasn’t worth the true cost to themselves. But that wasn’t all Ben did. He became a vocal advocate for better safety gear in football, tougher rules that would help protect the players, and higher fines for illegal, dangerous tackles. 


Instead of appearing in commercials for luxury brands, he now starred in PSAs paid for by his parents, who were the beneficiaries of Zach’s life insurance policy. They had joined the fight alongside Ben, dedicating Zach’s money to furthering the scientific study of brain injuries. 


The last article I’d read about him said that he was out on the west coast battling the juggernaut that was the USFL. So what the hell was he doing in East Nowhere, Maine? 


He strode closer, and my brain short-circuited for an entirely different reason this time, because, and I didn’t know how it was possible, he was somehow better looking in real life. I mean, he looked like a football player, sure – well over six feet tall, abnormally wide shoulders, long, heavily muscled arms and legs, an obscenely broad chest – but his face. 


Yea gods. 


It was his face that landed him those advertising contracts. His father was of Hawaiian and Samoan descent, and his mother was Swedish and Brazilian. He had light brown skin, pale green eyes, impeccable bone structure, arched brows, and a thick head of riotous curls that fell to his shoulders. In all the pictures and videos I’d seen him in, his face had been shaved clean. He wore a short, neatly trimmed beard now. 


I needed to snap out of it and greet him, but the sight of him made me worry that if I opened my mouth, all that would come out was a lust-filled, “Hrrrrrrnnnnnn.” It had been way too long since I’d had sex, and I was starting to develop some troubling symptoms of my unintended abstinence. 


No way in hell could I introduce him to anyone in town. First off, the last thing this place needed was to be invaded by a horde of paparazzi. Secondly, the women would murder each other over him. 


Ben extended a hand toward me. “Hi. You’re Ella, right? Jack’s told me all about you.” His voice was also different from the videos: smoother, less stilted, maybe even a little deeper. 


I put my hand in his. He had a firm grip, and though he was no doubt trying to be gentle, my knuckle joints still ground together. Thankfully, it was just the right amount of discomfort to jar me out of my lusty thoughts. “I am,” I told him. “And you must be the artsy-fartsy Ben that Jack said I would get along with.” 


He released my hand and glanced toward the house. “Artsy-fartsy, huh?”


“I’m guessing you don’t consider yourself an artist?” 


“I’m getting pretty good at woodworking, does that count?” he asked. A smile spread over his full lips as he turned back to me. 


I forgot my own name for a second, staring up at him. 


Brain, I know this is hard right now, but I need you to please ignore how handsome this man is and process the question he asked me. 


Belatedly, it complied. 


“Hmm…it might,” I said. “Tell me, have you ever confessed a deep, undying love for Barack Obama when in Jack’s company?” 


He frowned a little in response. “I don’t think so?” 


“A deep, undying love for labor unions?”


His frown deepened. “Huh?” 


“Told him you even once voted democrat?” 


“We haven’t really discussed politics.” 


I tapped my chin with a gloved finger. “The mystery deepens.”


“Uh…” He seemed unsettled, not being in on the joke. I liked that. It put us on more equal footing. 


“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Ben. I apologize in advance for my dogs. They lose their minds around new people.” 


With that, I led him up the porch stairs and into the house. 















  

  

Chapter 2: Ben
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The dogs were on me the second I stepped into the house, leaping, sniffing, and whining in such an excited frenzy that it was like there were five of them instead of two. Suddenly I was back on the training field, only instead of blocking tackles, I was fending off a pair of aggressively friendly dogs. 


Ella raised her voice over the racket they were making. “Sam, Fred, meet Ben. Ben, I’d advise you not to let them touch you with their tongues. You’d understand why if you saw what else they’ve licked today.”


I might have cracked a smile at that if I wasn’t so keyed up. 


Where the hell is Jack? 


Knowing my gruff neighbor, he was probably in the living room stacking more logs on the fire. I’d made the mistake of telling him I was originally from Hawaii, and now he worried I would freeze to death if the house fell below 80 degrees, regardless of the fact that I also told him I’d lived in the Midwest for a while and was used to the cold. 


He’d acted as though this was all brand-new information. Like he had no idea who I was.


I snuck a glance at Ella. She definitely knew who I was. It was obvious from the deer-in-headlights look she gave me in the driveway, though she recovered quick enough. Now I just needed to see what she’d do with this knowledge. If she was good people, like Jack claimed, she’d respect my privacy. But part of me, the part that had grown hard and bitter and disillusioned with humanity, was waiting for her to whip out her cellphone and upload my face and location to Twitter for all the world to see, ruining the peace and quiet I’d managed to find here. 


I snuck several more glances at her in between dodging the probing noses of her dogs. She moved to the coat rack, stepped out of her boots, and then shoved down her snow pants, revealing lilac-colored leggings with little white reindeer prancing across them in a horizontal pattern. She was tall, maybe 5’9” or 5’10”, with narrow hips and the long, solid legs of a distance runner. 


I peeled my gaze away from her and ruffled the fur of the dog trying to dart past my defenses with his plague-tongue. I liked to think that I didn’t have a “type”, but if I was being honest with myself, that was bullshit. Looking back over my years of dating revealed a definitive pattern of tall, athletic women. Women who could help hold themselves up if we had sex in a shower or against a wall. Women who could wrap their muscular legs around my torso and use their strength to pull me closer, or flex their toned thighs over and over as they rose and fell above me. 


I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up to see this tall, athletic woman pull off her coat. Beneath it, she wore an olive-green long-sleeved running top. I’d had just enough fashion lessons crammed down my throat over the past decade to recognize how spectacularly the outfit clashed. It looked like she got dressed in the dark. 


She glanced down and froze at the sight of herself, eyes wide, lips twitching open in horror. Her head started to turn toward me – likely to check if I’d noticed her fashion faux pas – and I shifted my gaze back to her dogs before she could catch me staring. 


I risked another peek a minute later, just in time to watch her pull her shirt down a few inches and rest the hem of it against the fabric of her leggings to double-check that, yes, those colors were truly heinous together. She let it go with a huff, then yanked off her knitted hat. A rat’s nest of flame-colored, sweat-damp hair tumbled loose. 


She caught a glimpse of herself in the hall mirror, made a choking noise, and raked the mess into a ponytail. “Of all the frigging days,” she muttered. 


The whole debacle was kind of endearing to witness, but I’d learned that people didn’t like to be laughed at when they were embarrassed, so I hid my amusement. 


The Huskies had used my momentary distraction to press themselves closer, wiggling their butts so quickly that they almost blurred. One managed to sneak past my guard. A blast of hot, stinking breath hit my nose – the only warning I had before a slimy tongue slipped up the side of my neck. 


“Jesus,” I said, straightening back to my full height, out of their reach. I loved dogs, but they could be gross sometimes. 


“Beer,” Ella said, turning toward the fridge. “Only beer can help me now.” 


In full agreement, I wiped the drool from my skin and followed her into the kitchen. The light was better here, and I caught my first good look at her face as she passed. She had a creamy complexion with olive undertones, strikingly pale blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles across her button nose. She was pretty. Really pretty. Even with matted hair and cheeks a little blotchy from the cold.


She opened the door of the fridge and mostly disappeared behind it as she ducked down to inspect its contents. Mostly being the operative word. Her festive butt was the only part of her still visible. I was suddenly aware of just how long it had been since I’d been around an attractive woman. If Jack walked in now, he’d catch me staring. 


“Any oatmeal stout left?” I asked. 


She made a pained noise in response, and, without straightening, handed me one over the top of the door. 


I frowned and moved to take it. 


Jack rejoined us then, stopping beside me to clap a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t mind Ella. Her sense of humor takes a little while to get used to. She likes to say things that are only funny if you were part of her conversation from twenty minutes before. Or a week ago.” He gave me a long-suffering look and lowered his voice. “I miss a lot of the ones I think I’m meant to get.”


“Ah, gotcha,” I said. But I didn’t really.


Needing something to do to keep my gaze from being drawn back to Ella’s reindeer-covered ass, I uncapped my beer and took a healthy swig, savoring the beer’s depth and complexity. This was by far the best homebrew I’d ever had.


Jack leaned in and mock-whispered, “She called on the way over and asked about the oatmeal stout. I told her I’d save the last two for her.” 


Her pained groan suddenly made sense. 


“Oh, uh, sorry, Ella. I already took a sip,” I told her.


She closed the fridge, the last of the oatmeal stout in hand, and turned toward us, revealing the full glory of her outfit to Jack for the first time. 


He spluttered and took an exaggerated step back, hand over his heart. “Holy Hannah! Were you suddenly struck colorblind?”


“I’ll have you know that this is the new style, Jack,” she said. “Matchy-matchy is out. Clashy-clashy is in.” 


Jack looked to me, as if for help, and I just shrugged, starting to both understand and appreciate Ella’s particular brand of humor. It seemed like the kind that left other people feeling slightly off-kilter but stopped well short of being mean-spirited or turning them into the butt of her jokes. 


She turned to me. “It’s okay about the beer, Ben. I can share like any other well-adjusted adult.” 


Jack opened his mouth. I could tell by his expression that something smart-assed was about to come out of it. 


So could Ella. “Shut it,” she told him. 


He chuckled in response and wisely kept his unspoken comment to himself. 


One of the dogs moved in then, to press against Ella’s leg and look up at her with large, inquisitive eyes. 


She leaned down to pet him. “Ready to take a nap?” 


The dog sighed heavily, looking past ready. 


She turned and led us into the living room.  


I liked Jack’s place. It was simple, straight forward, a lot like the man himself. The kitchen was small and tidy. A center island with barstools tucked beneath it doubled as the dining area. The living room was dominated by a fireplace made of river rock instead of the traditional brick, with rustic, comfortable armchairs and a couch spread out around it. Down the hallway were a bedroom, a home office, and a bathroom. Upstairs, two more bedrooms sat tucked under the rafters. I doubted the man even owned a television. 


My gaze strayed back to Ella, following the swish of her fiery ponytail as she walked. I’d only known her for a few minutes, but I already felt something for her. Sometimes, you meet people, and you just know that there’s potential there, be it for unforgettable sex, or intense, burning dislike and antagonization. While Ella was attractive, my intuition told me I could be friends with her. Good friends. That indefinable thing, that “click” was just…there. 


I couldn’t remember the last friend I’d made outside of football-related circles. As a kid, I’d hit it off with almost everyone I met. I was a good read of people. I was easy-going, quick to trust, and even quicker to forgive. Now I wasn’t good with strangers. It was the lack of trust I’d developed. Or so I told myself. Because that’s what I hoped it was. 


Deep down, I was afraid it was something else. I didn’t doubt that I had some level of brain injury, regardless of that “inconclusive” MRI I had after Zach died. I’d had concussions. I’d run head and shoulder first into dudes my size or bigger for nearly two decades, and had them hit me in return. 


Just like my brother. 


How extensive the damage to my brain was, I had no idea, because I hadn’t subjected myself to the more in-depth tests needed to search for signs of Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy. Would that degenerative brain disease lead me to suffer a life-ending seizure, like Zach? Or slip-slide my way into irrational, uncontrollable anger, paranoia, and violent outbursts, like some of the retired pros I’d met had? Or would I be one of the lucky asymptomatic few? 


There was no way to tell. Yet. 


Ella sank into the armchair on the far side of the room. The dog trailing her jumped up into her lap like a large puppy and paced in a circle as he tried to find the right spot to lay down. As a consequence, he nailed her on the side of the face with his tail. 


She shot a hand up to deflect it on the next pass. “Come on, Fred.” 


He made two more circles before wedging his butt between her and the arm of the chair, his paws over her lap. He set his muzzle down on them with a heavy sigh and closed his eyes.


She dug the fingers of her free hand into the thick fur on the back of his neck. “I know, bud. Long day.” 


Jack folded himself down onto the far side of the couch. The other dog, Sam, scampered up from the fireplace and spread out beside him, leaving me with the remaining oversized armchair. 


I hesitated to take it, unsure if I was staying. I’d managed to pull my gloves and coat off after walking through the door, no thanks to the dogs, but my boots, which I’d cleaned the snow from before coming inside, were still firmly tied to my feet in case I had to make a hasty getaway. Not that I expected I’d need to – Jack seemed like a pretty good judge of character – but I’d learned over the years that it was better to be prepared to run than it was to get caught out on Instagram by someone looking for their fifteen minutes of fame at your expense. 


“You had Willow today?” Jack asked Ella. 


She nodded. “Jane and Dave spent the morning finishing up her Christmas shopping and then went home to wrap. The plan was to have some low-key craft time with her at my house, but then she got into the candy canes, and I had to take her sledding to burn off the energy.”


Jack arched a brow. “It work?” 


“God, no.” 


“Willow is your niece?” I asked, trying to sift through all the names that Jack had mentioned. 


“Yup.” She pointed to the mantle of the fireplace. “She’s the little girl in the far right picture.” 


I stepped over for a closer look. In the photograph, a small girl with almost as much hair as I had ran through a field of wildflowers. It was shot in late afternoon, with the sun slanting low, rendering the light that surrounded her a soft, hazy gold. It would have been adorable if not for the manic expression on her face that made it seem less like a peaceful frolic and more like she was sprinting toward the person holding the camera like she planned to tackle them. 


“She looks like a handful,” I said.


Jack and Ella laughed in response. 


“You have no idea,” Ella said.


Sounds like Micah. 


Grief punched through me at the thought of my nephew. I locked the emotion down and buried it deep before it could show on my face. More pictures spread out along the mantle, and I took my time looking at them, needing a distraction right now. 


Next to Willow’s portrait was one of Jack and his wife Renee, who I recognized from the much larger photo hanging just down the hall. Beside the picture of the couple sat one of them and their grown children. Next to that was one of Jack and a man that looked about a decade older than him, their arms around each other’s shoulders. 


My gaze finally settled on a large frame absolutely crammed full of people – a much more visually diverse group of people than I ever expected to see after moving to this part of Maine. I leaned in and picked out Willow and Ella from the crowd.


“Are all these people your family members?” I asked, turning toward Ella. 


She nodded. “The middle-aged couple on the left are my parents. The man beside them is my oldest brother, Jacob, with his wife and sons. The woman beside them is my oldest sister, Megan, with her wife, Stacey, on her right. The woman beside them is my sister Jane. Her husband, Dave, is the one holding Willow. Then there’s me, my younger brother Charlie, and the baby in the family, Anabel.”


Jack’s landline rang – another thing I didn’t think he owned was a cellphone. He pushed himself up from the couch, carefully, so as not to upset Sam, and went to answer it. I overheard him say hello before he disappeared down the hall, leaving Ella and me alone with the dogs again. 


“Are you all adopted?” I asked. 


She was the only white sibling in the picture, so she could have been biological, but I didn’t think so. Her parents, also white, were both short and had dark hair. She looked nothing like them. 


“We are,” Ella said. “Mom and Dad wanted a big family but struggled with infertility. It’s pretty common to look outside the US to adopt. Jacob is from Somalia, Megan is from China, Jane is from India, Charlie is from Afghanistan, Anabel is from South Korea, and I’m from what’s now Montenegro.” 


I frowned, thinking back to my world history classes as I tried to place her age. “You weren’t adopted during the Bosnian War, were you?” 


She nodded.


“Damn.”


“I was a baby, so I don’t remember any of it. Thankfully.” 


“And your birth parents?” 


She shook her head. “I don’t know. I haven’t looked for them.”


“Are you going to?” 


Why the fuck did I ask her that? I just met the woman, and here I was digging into some deeply personal shit. 


She opened her mouth to respond.


I held up a hand to forestall her. “Don’t feel like you have to answer that. I hate it when people I don’t know pry into my life, so I’m sorry.”


She waved me off. “It’s okay. I’m used to it. Our family is different than most, especially around here, so I understand being curious. Plus, it’s kind of fair play in this case, right? I probably know more about you and your family history than I have a right to -” She fell silent for a second, then glanced down the hallway, brow furrowing. “Does Jack know who you are?” 


I followed her gaze. Jack’s voice was distant, like he’d retreated into the bedroom. I doubted he could hear us, but I still lowered my voice, just in case. “I don’t think so.” 


She followed suit. “I thought he might not. He doesn’t own a TV, after all, and still gets his news from the local paper, the sports section of which is pretty shit. Then again, the rogue shampoo ad might have snuck into it, and he does know who you are and is just trying to make you feel like a normal person.” 


“That would be pretty decent of him,” I said. 


“Jack is pretty decent.”


Are you? I wanted to press, but didn’t. 


“Do you…” She chewed on her bottom lip in a way that suddenly made it hard to focus on anything else. “Do you mind my asking what you’re doing here?”  


I let out a deep breath and stared down at my beer. That was a loaded question. One I’d anticipated before coming out here. One I’d made up a million answers to. But right now, I just couldn’t bring myself to lie. Jack trusted her. She seemed nice enough. Maybe I could risk telling her a little bit of the truth. 


I lifted my gaze back to her. “I needed to get away from it all.” 


There. Simple. To the point. It wasn’t a lie, but it could be interpreted in a hundred different ways. 


She took a sip of her beer before answering. “Good job then. This is probably the most far-flung place to get away to and still remain in the continental US.”


That was exactly why I’d picked this place. “Thanks.”


“I’m guessing you want to keep a low profile while you’re here?” 


I nodded.


“I’ll keep my mouth shut,” she said. I actually believed her. Especially when she followed it up with, “I’d suggest getting comfortable being a hermit for the next few months. At least until the snow clears. If you plan to stay that long. We get a little gossip crazy up here in the winter. It wouldn’t even take anyone recognizing you to set off a firestorm. As soon as a local busybody got a look at your profile and put handsome-man and new-in-town together, you’d be inundated. I can run errands for you if need be. Or interference.”


“Thank you for the offer,” I said. “I get most everything I need delivered, and so far, I’ve lucked out with not having to sign for anything I wasn’t already prepared to.” Oh, the horrible disguises I’d donned. “But I’ll let you know if I get stuck.” 


“Is your address listed under a different name?” she asked.


“It is.”


“That’s smart.” 


She opened her mouth to continue, but fell silent at the sound of Jack’s voice, drawing closer. He said goodbye to the person on the other end of the line when he reached the kitchen and set the phone down on the island before rejoining us. 


“You two getting to know each other?” he asked, carefully retaking his seat around the prone form of Sam. The dog didn’t so much as stir. 


“Yup,” Ella said. “We were just about to start braiding each other’s hair before you interrupted us.” 


Jack nodded. “Good. You should go check out her cabin, Ben. Looks like something out of a magazine. She could have your whole house done up in your style within a week if you unleashed her on it.” 


Ella raised her free hand and indicated her wild hair and eye-melting outfit. “Yes, I’m quite stylish.”


I grinned. “Jack may be jumping the gun. Half of the rooms don’t even have sheetrock up in them yet.”


Her eyes widened. “Oh, wow. I heard Mabel Reynolds was something of a hoarder before she passed away. Did you have to gut the place?” 


“Not really.” I pushed off from the mantle and made my way to the free chair, mind made up to stay. “There was definitely a lot of stuff, but it was more like a lifetime of accumulation than mania-driven collecting. I’m surprised her kids didn’t want any of it. A lot of the furniture is antique.” 


“Nah,” Jack said. “Nancy’s house is already filled to the brim, and Dale is getting ready to retire soon and head down to Florida. Last time I talked to him, he was trying to downsize.”


“I still feel guilty for keeping some of the pieces,” I said.


Jack gave me a funny look. “Well, feel better knowing that you covered the cost of them when you overpaid for the house.”


I groaned response. This was an old argument between us. “Jack, it’s a four-thousand-square-foot home on a hundred-acre lot. They were asking way too little for it.” 


A hundred and fifty thousand had seemed like an offensively low price to me, even with the amount of work it needed. I would have felt like a criminal if I’d paid that for it. 


“I didn’t realize it was so big,” Ella said.


I nodded. “Six bedrooms. Three sitting rooms. A library.”


Jack snorted. “And only one functioning toilet.” 


I tipped my beer toward him. “Fair point, but I’m working on that.”


“How far have you gotten with the reno?” Ella asked. 


“I’m a little behind schedule,” I said. “I had to have the foundation fixed before I could move in, so that set fire to my original timetable.”


Jack turned to her. “You should have seen the equipment they brought up the hill for that. Semis hauling massive steel beams. Bucket loaders.” He paused for dramatic effect. “A crane.” 


Ella choked on her beer. “They got a crane up here?”


Jack nodded. 


“I hope I never have to go through that again,” I said, rubbing a hand over my face. “Once that nightmare was over, I had to get the barn squared away. That’s where I’m storing most of the renovation supplies, so I needed it to be temperature controlled. The basement is done, the kitchen is getting there, and the study is right behind it. I got all of the fireplaces cleaned and working before the first snowfall. Some of the electric had to be rerun to replace the remaining knob and tube wiring, and the plumber isn’t in for a few more days, hence the lack of drywall. Or more than one functioning toilet. While I’m waiting, I’ve been stripping the hardwood floors, which are in pretty good shape considering they’re a few hundred years old.”


Ella frowned. “I feel like we have different definitions of what amounts to a gut job.” 


I chuckled. “Okay, now that I’m saying all of this out loud, I guess it does sound like one.” 


Her frown deepened. “How long ago did you move in?” 


“Three months.” 


“Damn, that’s -” she glanced at Jack, then seemed to reconsider how to finish the sentence, likely because her original thought had something to do with who I was and how long I’d already managed to hide out here. “That’s a really respectable amount of work to get done in that time,” she said. 


“Thanks. My dad owns a contracting company back in Hawaii. I spent every summer until I moved off the island doing this stuff. It’s basically second nature at this point.”


“Hey, now,” Jack said. “Don’t sell yourself short. That’s still a hell of a lot of work, even for someone who knows what they’re doing.” He turned to Ella. “Ben’s got a great work ethic. Reminds me a lot of you, kiddo.” 


I followed his gaze. “Jack said you’re an artist?” I asked, latching onto the chance to move the subject of conversation away from myself. 


“More of a graphic designer at this point,” she said. “I’m the owner and sole employee of Ella Jones Paperie, which I sell through several outlets, including my own website.”


“I was wondering how an artist could make a living this far out in the boonies.” Too late I realized how that might sound insulting. “No offense.” 


She grinned. “None taken. This is legit the boonies. To answer the question, you have to get creative. And good at bookkeeping and market research and understanding state and federal tax law. When I first started, I was selling one-of-a-kind paintings and barely scraping by. Two years ago, I switched to prints, which did a little better, and then a little over a year ago I adjusted my products and my target audience, and now most of my revenue comes from greeting cards, calendars, and wedding invitations. I use soy ink and recycled, compostable paper that I source locally, so I’m a hit with the eco-friendly crowd.”


“You’d like her work,” Jack told me. “Quaint, quirky little forest scenes filled with critters. Most of them are sweet, but some are pretty twisted. My favorite card she did is this Christmas one from last year, with an adorable little squirrel dressed in a holiday sweater staring out of a picturesque winter woodland. You’d expect it to say something cute, but instead the words “I swear to God, if you leave me alone for even a second at our family gathering this year, I will poison your fucking eggnog” was spread out around him in flowery script.” 


I chuckled and turned back to Ella. “That’s pretty good. I bet you sold those by the boat-load.”


She looked away from me, her cheeks coloring. “I did. Thanks.”


I sobered, fixating on that flush, thinking back to a few minutes ago when she’d made an offhand comment about town busybodies. She’d called me handsome, hadn’t she? 















  

  

Chapter 3: Ella
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Imade Benjamin Kakoa laugh. Several times. Hard. 


This bizarre reality kept me up late last night after I got home from Jack’s and was entirely to blame for why I was already awake at – I rolled over to look at my alarm clock. Oh, God, it was five o’clock in the morning. I’d gotten four hours of sleep. Today was going to be rough. 


Sam, sensing I was awake, snuggled closer to me. I knew it was him, even in the dark, because while Fred was my shadow during the day, Sam was my cuddlebug at night. I slipped an arm out of the covers, tossed it over him, and closed my eyes, willing myself to fall back asleep. 


Sheep. Think of a herd of dumb, fluffy sheep jumping over a white picket fence. I counted one, ten, eighty. The sheep started doing weird little side-kicks to keep my thoughts on them instead of drifting back to - 


No! Don’t think of him. Watch these sheep. You’re getting very tired watching these acrobatic sheep, Ella. Very. Tired. Look, that one did a little back flip! Isn’t it adorable? Doesn’t it just make you sooo sleeepy?


No. Not even a little. Because I made Benjamin freaking Kakoa laugh. And frown. And roll his eyes. Toward the end of the evening, I even got him to join me in teasing Jack. 


It’s weird, meeting a celebrity. You have this whole persona built up in your head of who they are and how they’ll act. Take an ex-football star turned advocate. I’d assumed he’d be stoic, tough, with a dash of toxic masculinity added in to spice it up a bit. That had less to do with Ben’s public image and more to do with the acceptance of violence that surrounded the sport of football, both on and off the field. 


Watching him laugh at my murder-squirrel Christmas card kind of blew my mind. And made me feel like a complete asshole for making all those assumptions about him. I hadn’t been that embarrassed in years. The strength of my blush made my face feel like it was on fire. Then he kept laughing, and, well, I was a red-blooded heterosexual woman, and holy shit that man was beautiful when he laughed. Especially since he did it so unselfconsciously. My raging embarrassment had been immediately eclipsed by raging hormones. 


My cheeks burned again thinking of him catching me with that look on my face when he finally stopped laughing. You know, that one. That, “Oh, yes, I will gladly climb you like a tree. Now please?” look that is utterly unmistakable. 


Ugh. Why did I have to be sweat-slicked and dressed like a weirdo the night I met the hottest man I’d ever seen? 


I rolled onto my back and pressed the heels of my hands into my forehead. Fred jumped up on the bed, the mattress sagging beneath his added weight. His hot breath hit my face a second later. 


I reached blindly toward him in the dark and grabbed the fur of his neck to give it a little shake. “Lilac leggings, Fred. And an olive shirt. With this hair.” 


That’ll teach me to never speed-dress again. 


Fred let out the low woof-yip that Huskies were famous for. 


“No. Wrong response, boy. Forlorn howling is far more appropriate right now.” 


He woof-yipped again. 


“I have failed in your training.” 


He whined. 


“Better.” 


Sam shifted on my other side, then the mattress rose and I heard his paws padding over the hardwood. Fred pulled free from my hands and followed him out the door. I was awake, which to them meant it was time to go potty. 


I gave up on sleep and turned the light on. It took me an excruciatingly long time to get out of bed. My body was like, “No. What are you doing? We were warm in there. Go back to that place,” and actively attempted to sabotage my upward momentum, while my brain was all, “BENJAMIN KAKOA JUST HAPPENED. ARISE, GODDAMN YOU!” 


Eventually, I managed to stumble downstairs, where the dogs waited by the front door. I cracked it open just enough for them to slip out. The draft that snuck in was damn near arctic, and the second Sam’s tail whipped past, I pushed it shut. 


I complained about the dogs, but they were pretty well-trained. My yard wasn’t fenced in. The fact that I could let them outside and trust them not to take off and also bark when they were ready to come back in spoke volumes.


I staggered to the kitchen and made myself a strong pot of coffee, all the while thinking about Ben. It had taken work to coax him into taunting Jack with me. I wasn’t used to that. It usually only took me a few minutes to get people to relax enough around me that they were cackling with laughter and sharing their deepest, darkest secrets. 


Mom said it was because there was something inherently trustworthy about my face. Dad said it was because of my self-deprecation. My brother Jacob’s wife, Sofia, said it was because I had a sociopath’s ability to read people, paired with a pathological need to be liked. She was a clinical psychologist, so obviously I ignored her and went with my parents’ explanations. Because she was just joking. 


I hoped.


Even with the hard work I put in last night, Ben remained steadfastly guarded and quiet in between those small bursts of emotion, letting Jack and I do the bulk of the talking. Whenever the conversation drifted back toward him, he managed to expertly steer it away from himself. I wasn’t sure if that was because he was worried I’d somehow slip-up and reveal his fame to Jack, or if he didn’t want to tell me anything because he thought I might race home to blog about it, or if that was just how all celebrities had to be to protect themselves. 


Not that I could blame them. It must suck to spend your days hounded by paparazzi, unable to even go to the grocery store for yourself. Or make a new friend without fearing that they were only using you to further themselves in some way. Then there was the digital aspect of it, allowing both fans and detractors an outlet to comment on every single moment of a celebrity’s life, as it happened. 


I read somewhere that it takes a hundred positive comments to overcome the emotional damage that a single negative one can wreak on your psyche. I believed it. I had ten thousand followers on Instagram and got trolled at least once a week. For painting whimsical watercolors of chipmunks and raccoons and moose. Like, seriously? The span of the moose’s antlers is somehow morally offensive to you? 


And yet I’d found myself looking closer at my paintings afterward, inspecting the distance between those antlers and wondering if they really were off in some way that I just couldn’t see because I created them.


That was nothing compared to what Ben had to put up with. He had well over two million followers – I checked before going to bed last night – and posted about controversial issues like taking a knee during the National Anthem, the societal repercussions of idolizing large, violent men while denigrating any male who shows vulnerability, and the class-action lawsuit that he and a slew of other former players had recently filed against the USFL for downplaying the dangers of the sport to those who played it. 


Some of the comments on his feed were so enraging that I almost hulk-smashed my tablet. The kind of vile, racist, bigoted vitriol spewed through the filter of anonymity that makes you lose what little faith you have left in humanity. 


No wonder he was so guarded. 


It made me that much more determined to get him to loosen up around me. If I ever saw him again. For once, it wasn’t because of some need of my own. It was because of him. Because it must be terrible to feel like you can never relax. To always be worried that some small detail about your life that you accidentally let slip might appear on a celebrity gossip site the next morning. The man deserved a break from it all.


The sound of barking pulled me from my thoughts. I went to the door and let the boys back in. They waited patiently on the tile floor of the entryway while I toweled off their feet and legs. Afterward I gave them each a treat from the jar of biscuits on the upper shelf of the coat rack, then left them to demolish them as I went to get coffee. 


My kitchen was small, like the rest of the cabin, but it didn’t feel cramped thanks to the bright white paint and open shelving. I eyed the shelf containing my mismatched collection of mugs and opted for the largest. I think it was supposed to be a soup bowl, but I’d never used it for that. Instead it served as my coffee version of “we’re going to need a bigger boat”. 


I added a dash of cream and then poured it to the brim. My first sip was heavenly. 


A snuffling noise came from the living room, followed by a low, playful growl. The dogs. Sometimes it felt like I was raising two toddlers. Every time I heard an unfamiliar sound, I rushed over to make sure they weren’t getting into trouble (they were usually getting into trouble). With so little sleep, my rush this morning was more like the shambling of a freshly turned zombie.


I rounded the couch and found the source of the scuffle. The dogs were sprawled out on the rug near the fireplace, playing tug-of-war with each other over one of their favorite toys. That was one of the good things about having two of them; they could entertain themselves in the morning until my brain came online. 


I set my coffee down on a side table and stepped over them. Up here, you had to plan your life around the weather. I kept enough firewood in the house to get me through a week without power, just in case a tree came down on a line from the weight of the snow. 


I grabbed a few pieces and stacked them over the kindling already laid out in the fireplace. Five minutes later, a merry glow filled the room, the dogs had ended their game – Sam won – and I was sprawled out on the side of the couch that had the chaise lounge, sipping my coffee and searching through the internet.


Okay, cyber-stalking Ben. 


He was still active on social media, with three posts on Twitter from last night after I’d left Jack’s. They were retweets. One was from a study by Johns Hopkins on TBIs in the USFL, another was from The Concussion Foundation, and another was from The New York Times on something called CTE. I clicked on each link and spent the next forty minutes reading through the articles. Then I spent another God-knows-how-long clicking on still more links, falling fully down the rabbit hole of brain-related medical research. 


It was light outside by the time I picked my head back up. I stared out at the sun glancing off the snowbanks, trying not to feel overwhelmed. This was a lot of information to unpack. 


I had known about TBIs, but CTE was a new term for me. Chronic Traumatic Encephalopathy. It was a degenerative brain disorder associated with repeated head trauma. Like, from years of playing a contact sport like football. From what I could decipher through all the medical jargon, your brain cells just started dying off. 


The most troubling study showed that nearly all of the brains posthumously tested from former USFL players showed signs of CTE. The author cautioned that there was a bias in the tests, as CTE was suspected in many of the cases, but still. Ninety. Nine. Percent. 


Another study examined a large number of ex-USFL players still living, using a combination of brain scanning technology and written and verbal exams. The results were…not great. The scans revealed that 40% had abnormal brain structures, 43% had damage to white matter in the brain – which, thanks to Google, I now knew connected nerve cells between the brain’s regions – and 30% had damage to the structures that neurons communicated through. The other tests showed 45% had difficulty with memory and learning. And it didn’t even get into the behavioral aspect of CTE. 


Altogether, it was a devastating disease, one that couldn’t be properly diagnosed until an autopsy was performed. Among the symptoms associated with it were mood swings, memory loss, suicidal thoughts, problems with impulse control, and violent outbursts. Then there were headaches and seizures. The onset of symptoms could vary between just a few years after the trauma, to decades later. 


If Zach Kakoa had it, did that mean…


Oh, God. Ben. 


I immediately dove back into my phone and tried to find out if he was one of the living players who’d been tested. No luck. They didn’t publish names. Next, I searched out interviews he’d given since Zach’s death. Again, they were a no-go. Then I stumbled across a video interview with his mother. 


The journalist questioning her asked if their family had concerns about Ben. 


“Of course we do,” she answered. “He’s 28 years old. God forgive us, we put the boys in the pee-wee league when they were eight. That’s twenty years of brain trauma.” 


“But at the time you had no knowledge of the increased risk of CTE in players that start before the age of twelve,” the interviewer said. 


“We didn’t even know what CTE or TBIs were back then. You think that helps me sleep at night? You think that helps my dead son? You think that helps my still-living son deal with the fact that in five years, or ten, or twenty, he might start to lose himself to a degenerative brain disease that could have been prevented by more awareness, or stricter rules, or better protective equipment?” 


I stopped the video, set my phone down, walked over to Fred and Sam, and snuggled down between them, drawing them close with my arms. 


“I love you both,” I told them. “So much.”


Sam licked my face, and for once, I didn’t pull away. 


Last week I cried after accidentally stepping on Fred’s paw hard enough to make him cry out. Part of it was because I had felt so bad for hurting him, while the other part was because I realized I could never be sure that he knew it was an accident and that I was so, so sorry for it. 


The dogs were like my children, but I knew there was a difference between them and actual children. I could only imagine how Ben’s parents felt. How Ben felt, every day, not knowing what the future held for him. 


My face burned with embarrassment again. There I was last night, ogling his good looks and trying to get him to lighten up because of my own stupid need to feel liked. 


I immediately abandoned my plan to put him at ease around me and instead adopted the much better plan to leave him the hell alone. I also needed to talk to Jack. He all but forced my number on the poor guy before we left last night, in case Ben wanted help with design choices. From everything he’d said last night, Ben knew what he was doing. He probably wouldn’t call, but if he did, I was going to let him decide everything. I wasn’t going to invite myself over or him here. I was going to drop the full-blown charm offensive I went on last night and try my hardest to treat him like I would anyone else. 


He said he came out here to get away. It was easy enough to guess from what. The media, the trolls. Maybe he needed space and time to deal with the death of his brother, sister-in-law, and nephew. Or to come to terms with his own risk of CTE and what it might or might not mean for him. 


I hoped he was able to. I tried to think about it from my own perspective, like if I had to deal with all of that. I had no idea how I would react, or how long it would take me to process through everything. 


My phone rang from the couch. I let the dogs go and stood to get it. My sister Megan’s name flashed across the caller ID. 


I swiped right to answer. “Hey, Megan.” 


“Hi, Ella,” Stacey’s voice greeted me. I would have worried that something had happened to Megan if not for the fact that she and her wife were forever calling me on each other’s phones.


“Hey, Stace. What’s up?” 


“We’re supposed to get a Nor’easter on the twenty-third and want to get the hell out of Boston before it hits. Is it okay if we get there a day early?”


They were staying with me through Christmas, because with Anabel still in high school, Charlie home from college, and Jacob and his crew all crashing at my parents’, the house would be packed. Megan was enough of an introvert that crowding in with everyone else was a non-starter. Staying at Jane’s was out, too, because they’d never progressed past the antagonistic stage of their sisterhood. My place was the perfect option. Megan and I had always been close, and because I was so good at reading people, I recognized when she needed to be left alone for a few hours. 


I put Stacey on speaker and pulled up my phone’s calendar. “So, you’ll be here Friday?” 


“Yup.”


I looked down at my unswept floor just in time to watch a tumbleweed of dog hair roll by my feet, then glanced around at the rest of my house. I wouldn’t have called it a disaster zone, but…


“Friday’s great!” I said with forced cheer. “What time are you going to get here?” 


“Meg, when do you want to leave Friday?” Stacey asked my sister. 


“I don’t know. Noon?” was her muffled response. 


“We should be there by six or seven,” Stacey said. “Depending on traffic. We’ll call you along the way and give you updates.”


“Sounds good.” 


“Okay, talk to you later.” 


“Love you guys.”


“Love you too,” she said before hanging up. 


Friday. That would still give me time to finish up printing all my open orders, get to the post office, deep clean my house, set up the spare bedroom, wrap my Christmas presents, and drive over to Walmart to stock up on all the tofu and vegetables I could find. Megan and Stacey were vegan, and I wanted them to have plenty of food options while staying with me. 


Right, first I needed to make a list. 


My stomach rumbled, as if to say, “No, first you need food, woman.” 
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