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			Babies are so unreliable. Can’t count on them for anything. Evidently, they also don’t seem to understand how arriving in the world two weeks ahead of schedule is sometimes a truly terrible idea. The worst.

			Lesson learned: I should have been more prepared. Reading up on things like early labor signs and calming breathing exercises, both of which would have left me better equipped for this situation. Instead, I’ve spent the last nine months shopping for cute footie jammie sets with elephants on them and tiny down-filled puffy coats I’m positive will make any baby look like an adorable little marshmallow. Unfortunately, neither of those things are of any help right now, no matter how fashionably precious they might be.

			But, as far as I know, no one’s written a book called What to Expect When Your Sister’s Expecting. Because that is what I need right now. If I had a copy of this yet-unwritten book, I’d be driving with one hand and flipping through it with the other, looking for the chapter titled: “Early Delivery—What to Do When Your Former Rock Star of a Brother-in-Law Is Twelve Hundred Miles Away.”

			Instead, I’ve fastened both hands to the steering wheel at ten and two, grasping it tightly as my sister lets out another tense groan from the passenger seat. At the sound, my right foot presses down on the gas pedal even harder than before. Eighty-five on a county road in the middle of nowhere Montana? No problem. As long as I maintain my safety-first death grip on the wheel, we’ll be fine and arrive at the hospital in record time.

			“Lacey.” Kate sucks in a sharp breath, and I whip my head toward her. The jerky move means my hands betray me and we end up hitting the rumble strip on the shoulder of the road.

			Correcting, or rather overcorrecting, leads to another jerk of the wheel in the opposite direction. I give myself a silent reprimand and try to get my act together once more. I’m a strong, capable woman, dammit. I’ve got this. Dealing with my flustered state is the last thing my sister needs right now, so I take a centering breath and try to restrain the panic in my voice.

			“Jesus. Sorry about that. What? Are you OK?”

			Kate props her elbow up on the door trim panel and then leans toward the window so she can rest her head into her palm, eyes closed and her face oddly relaxed.

			“I’m fine. Just slow down and try to keep it between the lines, please. I honestly don’t know who would be worse in this situation, you or Trevor. Patience isn’t his strong suit, but your driving leaves a little to be desired.”

			And the fact that I’m behind the wheel driving my sister to the hospital, instead of her husband, is the real issue here. This wasn’t in the job description of awesome aunt. I’m pretty sure that being the cool aunt means you’re in charge of things like fun sleepovers with movies your parents might not let you watch, lessons on makeup, and navigating the perils of your first junior high dance. Husbands are supposed to take the lead on remembering your go-bag for the hospital and getting you there in one piece.

			Despite my forgetting said go-bag and managing to kick Kate in the back of the leg while I “helped” her into the car, my sister still manages to look beautiful when she’s already a few hours into labor. With a face scrubbed clean of any makeup and her dark hair pulled into a low ponytail, the only embellishments about her are the modest princess-cut solitaire diamond studs in her ears and an unassuming gold wedding band on a still-slim ring finger.

			A slight slump in her shoulders is the only giveaway that she might be in pain right now. If it were me sitting there—a whole other story, guaranteed. The only thing that might stop me from wailing about the injustices of the universe and bawling my eyes out would be the avoidance of raccoon eyes. Because I definitely want to look as pretty as humanly possible in those inevitable postdelivery baby-holding photos people snap while you’re still in the hospital bed.

			But Kate and I are sisters who think differently, act differently, and look like distant cousins rather than sisters. For every dark hair on her head, I have a strawberry blonde one—albeit the shade of blonde I’m currently sporting comes primarily from a bottle. For every trim, thin limb of hers, I have a sweeping curve. Really, the only physical trait we share is the Mosely family’s blue eyes. Kate is all unassuming, pared-down beauty, while I’m eyelash curlers and keratin treatments. Thus, she manages to look effortlessly fresh and natural, even when nothing is going according to plan and her husband is currently on a very tardy private charter plane somewhere between here and LA.

			“When I called Trevor this morning to tell him my water broke, he cussed so loud I had to hold the phone away from my ear.” Kate gives up a tired little chuckle and a sigh, then adds a gruff rasp to her voice. “ ‘Don’t you dare have our baby until I get there, Mosely. You hear me? Hold your breath or something. I don’t give a shit, just wait for me.’ ”

			I offer a soft laugh in response to Kate’s anecdote. Nothing about this story sounds like anything less than truth, because Trevor manages to make even the coarsest, crudest, most forthright statements merely sound like an ode to everything he loves about Kate. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the man had only one purpose in this lifetime: cherishing my sister with a singular focus that eclipses everything else. Platinum records aside, that is what he’s truly gifted at. Seeing it play out is both heartwarming and heartwrenching. The latter, only because wanting that same adoration from someone, for myself, feels like an impossibility these days. I can almost feel spinsterhood nipping at my heels. Even if I’m determined those heels will also be ensconced in a pair of gorgeous Tory Burch mules when it happens.

			Trevor and Kate have been here together for the last few months, nesting in our hometown, but Trevor reluctantly took a three-day trip back to their place in LA to wrap up loose ends on an album he is producing. Hoping if he did, it would leave him totally unburdened once the baby came. Kate assured him it would be fine, promising that she would do nothing but eat candy bars and stare at her belly in his absence. She practically shoved Trevor out the front door and tossed his suitcase behind him.

			Kate sighs from the passenger seat again. “I reminded him that having a baby doesn’t really work that way. Not sure if he was about to cry or punch a hole in the wall. Maybe both.”

			“You’re the one that married a retired rock-star hoodlum. Can’t expect him to clean up his mouth at this point,” I deadpan.

			It’s been three years since they met, and in that time, despite declaring at the onset that no good could come from my sister canoodling with a guy who uses profanity at least every other word, I’ve come to appreciate all the rough edges that make Trax so very Trevor-like.

			Kate gives a weak smile at my lighthearted jab and suddenly I can see every bit of disappointment there. The palpable sadness that Trevor isn’t here merely because of the fallibility of mechanical objects. Like airplanes, which sometimes have parts that break and leave an impossibly passionate man stranded on the ground thousands of miles away from where his wife is, in the tiny town of Crowell, Montana. Two places that couldn’t be farther apart in this moment, despite how these two have managed to make a life in both.

			What’s worse is that my sister has already spent one too many nights at the Stratton County Hospital hoping and praying for a husband to come to her. Once, it was because her first husband, James, was dying in the emergency room after a car accident turned her life to icy shambles. Now, she’s on her way there again, wanting nothing but to feel Trevor’s hand wrapped in hers. Knowing all that means I would do absolutely anything to make this easier on her.

			I offer the only thing I can to make this more bearable. Reaching over to grasp her hand, I manage to keep the car off the rumble strip while assuring Kate that everything will be fine.
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			Five hours later, Kate is holding a perfect baby boy in her arms and peeking up anxiously at the doorway to her room every ten seconds, in the hope Trevor will be appear there. I, on the other hand, have been continuously clenching and unclenching my fingers, trying to return proper blood flow to my digits. For a tiny woman, she gripped my hand like a pro wrestler for nearly three hours straight. I’m kind of wishing I hadn’t accessorized this outfit with lots of stackable rings on my right hand and a slew of bronze bangle bracelets on my left wrist, because between her hulking grip and an awkward stance that pressed my arms into the hospital-bed rails, it was a relatively uncomfortable few hours. Not that I could say that out loud. Because, you know, I wasn’t having a baby.

			But every second of the bone-crushing pain was worth it. Kate was strong and stoic, and she didn’t curse Trevor’s name or do that thing where women rage against all men for getting them in this position in the first place. She just closed her eyes and disappeared into the discomfort until it was over.

			While Kate holds her baby, I make my way to the other side of the room, knowing after so many years of watching her that she needs a moment. She’s an insular, independent woman and I do my best to let that play out when she needs it, the same way I’ve done my entire life as the slightly dopey little sister who has trailed after her, envied her, and exasperated her. Besides, enduring life so tenaciously—with all its little surprises—on your own is something I’m starting to do quite well—thrive and flourish under, really. Even if I once thought the notion of feminist self-reliance merely sounded like a fancy way of convincing yourself that you don’t mind eating every meal alone.

			Kate’s room is relatively quiet, even with her door open to the hallway. An afternoon lull in this part of the hospital means there isn’t much to break the silence beyond the low hum and drone of the medical equipment.

			This near tranquility also means that the sound of someone slapping a flat-footed sprint down the hallway is easily discernable, every squeak and shuffle of what I’m guessing is a pair of worn-out Chucks coming through clearly. Kate lifts her head for the millionth time and grins at the still-empty doorway until Trevor appears there, coming to an abrupt halt by latching on to the door frame with the grip of one hand.

			Instead of barreling immediately into the room, he stops and lingers at the threshold, eyes flickering to mine for a half second before opening his arms wide and bracing them in the doorway.

			“I was very clear, Mosely. I told you to wait for me,” Trevor says, voice faltering over our last name. “You don’t take direction very well, do you?”

			Kate shakes her head and purses her lips together, but whether she’s holding back a smile or a wail, I can’t tell. “Nope.”

			Trevor looks worn down, dressed in his usual garb, a faded T-shirt and loose jeans, and so much regret etches his face. “I tried, baby. Devon and I nearly hijacked some CEO asshole’s jet. Simon talked us off the ledge on that one.”

			Kate laughs, an undercurrent of relief in the frailty of it. “Oh God, Simon was the voice of reason? Not good.”

			Awesome. Apparently, my brother-in-law didn’t come alone. Which means I’ll get to enjoy a few awkward moments with his tough-as-nails-while-still-gorgeous sister, Devon, and her wildly hot, charming boyfriend, Simon. Ideally, they’ll make out in the waiting room and feel each other’s asses blatantly, too. That way I can compound my singlehood by watching them carry on for all to see. As if my hand didn’t already hurt enough from Kate’s eagle-claw grasp, perhaps now I can add an envy-induced headache to the mix.

			When Kate stretches her free hand out toward Trevor to urge him forward, still using her other to cradle the baby in the crook of her arm, the room turns so dense and thick with intimacy that all I want is to somehow disappear without either of them taking notice of my vanishing act. Maybe just a puff of pink smoke or a tiny glitter bomb from where I’m currently sitting to denote my absence.

			Instead, I stay put and hold my breath while Trevor shakes his head at Kate and closes his eyes for a beat.

			“Give me a minute, sweetheart. I missed the whole goddamn thing, so let me stand here for a second and just look at you. Both of you.”

			Kate’s hand drops limply to the bed, but she fixes her eyes on his and waits.

			Any second now, Trevor or Kate or both of them are going to start crying, I can feel it. I want to look away, but it’s practically a Hallmark card commercial, so I can’t. Finally, he drops his arms from the doorjamb and starts toward her. He reaches the edge of the hospital bed, pulls one leg up onto the mattress, and kneels toward Kate, taking her face in his hands, leaning in until his nose is touching hers. In his broken whispers, I can hear just enough, even though it’s probably too much. Apologies and endearments, with a few soft curse words to color all the reverence and make it clear we’re still dealing with Trevor, after all.

			Kate lets her lips touch his for a moment and then pulls away so Trevor can see his baby up close. At that second, I start for the door because my heart is swelling and breaking at the same time. How those two got here, to a place where they’re both whole again, is a mystery and miracle. Because if you tried to understand how a brainy, overthinking novelist from the middle of nothing landed squarely in the heart of a ghetto-born, reformed-thug musician, you might spend a lifetime and never be able to find the logic in any of it.

			Kate murmurs their son’s name. Nicholas Duke Jenkins. His first name in homage to the brother Trevor lost years ago and the middle name in memory of our long-passed father. In the smallest whisper a grown man can muster, Trevor says hello.

			“. . . Hey there, Nic.”

			I turn to sneak in one last look and find Trevor holding Nic as Kate lets her head fall back against the pillows, eyes closed and resting finally. Because Trevor being here does what it always has. He reminds Kate that she isn’t alone, that it’s safe, and whatever burden she has, she doesn’t have to shoulder it alone.

			And the sight of such unburdening is so wonderfully raw and tender, I want nothing more than to know what that feels like.
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			As I amble down the hallway, I notice all the nurses craning their necks blatantly toward Kate’s room. When one of them sees that I’ve caught her staring, she drops her gaze and pretends to look at a chart. The move sends cold hackles up the back of my neck and every mama-grizzly component of my familial loyalty rises up inside me. I stop and turn purposefully back toward Kate’s room and pull the door shut. When the nosy nurse looks up to see what I’ve done, I send her a look I hope conveys that if she tries anything shady, I’ll have her for lunch. I consider the ol’ draw-my-index-finger-across-my-neck motion to emphasize the point, but decide that the nonverbal threats can wait. She’d better pray we don’t get to the verbal ones.

			Honestly, can people not understand how intrusive it is to hover over someone’s private moments like that? Even if that someone happens to be newsworthy? Before Kate met Trevor, I used to eat up every trashy gossip magazine out there, relishing the way a celebrity fiasco made my own simple yet stable life seem just peachy. But ever since the time my sister became the fiasco, I can’t much enjoy the diversion of them.

			If Kate and Trevor were a little less humble, a little more self-absorbed, they would have locked down this side of the hospital and sent in a team of attorneys to secure nondisclosures from everyone, the nurses on down to the janitors. But their lives in Crowell are typically low-key—only when we venture out of our tiny town and into the greater county do people really gawk. When people call out to greet Trevor across Crowell’s town square, it’s not because he’s Trax, it’s because he’s Kate’s husband. So our townsfolk’s disregard of his big-deal-ness means that Kate and Trevor don’t think about protecting their privacy the way they probably should.

			Once I’ve satisfied my need to send everyone in the vicinity a silent message to stay clear of room 121, I make my way back to the waiting room. Because Kate is a hometown girl and Trevor has practically been adopted into our rural family, the relatively small room is nearly overrun now. Kate’s neighbor Sharon is here, making small talk with Kate’s old coworkers from what used to be our family’s newspaper, Herm and Rita. Even the weird British guy who owns the local cycling shop, Abe, has made an appearance, because he’s Trevor’s bestie here in Crowell.

			Segmented off and standing a few feet away is the LA contingent, including Trevor’s mom, Marilyn, and his manager, Damien. Simon, his bandmate, is laughing at something and grinning and looking so good, it makes my jaw ache a little.

			For one night—admittedly, it was the night of Kate and Trevor’s wedding, which probably explains exactly how lovelorn and misty I was feeling in the first place—I was wickedly close to him, and those gray eyes of his were nearly delirium inducing. We never got past a few glancing touches and a smattering of soft smiles, but I still think about what it would have been like had we crossed that line.

			“Shut the fuck up!”

			Devon’s voice, for all that it sounds like a screeching car wreck to me, is actually annoyingly feminine, with just the slightest husky rasp to it, so everything she says sounds seductive and sexy, even to my straight-girl hearing. I don’t recognize the man she’s talking to, his back to me, but from the dark dress pants and white uniform shirt topped with navy-blue-and-gold-striped epaulets at the shoulders, he must be the guy who leisurely steered the private plane here. A dark gray knit beanie covers his head, with a few unruly tendrils of hair peeking out from around the edges, all of it lending a casual edge to the rest of how he’s dressed.

			Given that he’s not sporting a proper pilot’s hat, and seems to have made himself at home here chatting up Devon, he’s not much for professionalism and probably spent too much time flirting with her to focus properly on getting the plane in working order. Shouldn’t he be back at his plane already? Doing whatever slacker private pilots do before flying back to LA? A little more efficiency and a little less drooling on the pilot’s part, and they might have gotten here in time for Trevor to welcome his first baby into the world.

			Devon is wearing a skintight black tank top paired with black yoga pants, because that is what she always wears. Not even for the reason most normal women wear yoga pants, because we’re feeling too lazy or bloated to put on regular pants. In her case, it’s because she does approximately nine hundred hours of yoga a week. Hot yoga, power yoga, blah, blah, blah. She even sucked Kate into the vortex and now they both have those lean, ripped yoga arms that don’t wing around when you wave at someone. The rest of Devon’s body matches her arms, no flimflamming anywhere. She’s beautiful and self-assured in the way some women are, those who take space in the world without apology and never hesitate to expect respect. It’s a quality I’ve worked on for the last few years, figuring out how to be more for myself and nothing less for anyone else—but for Devon, it seems to come naturally. The freedom that comes with that must be so damn liberating.

			Her green eyes flicker over to mine, coolly composed, and I see her stretch one arm out and shove her fingers into the back pocket of Simon’s jeans, where he stands less than a foot away, talking to Damien. Without even turning to look at her, he reaches back and untucks her hand, then wraps his fingers in hers. Another glance from Devon my way, to make it absolutely clear that she’s marked him as private property for her enjoyment only.

			Jesus. Duly noted. Like I was even planning to try to seduce him, anyway.

			OK, fine. Maybe a small, tiny, practically imperceptible part of me would consider it. Maybe I wanted to have a man look at me like that again, the way Simon did that night at Trevor and Kate’s wedding. Even for a couple of hours. Because it’s been a long time since I indulged in the distraction of a man and some flirting that may or may not lead anywhere. And I miss it. I miss letting a guy focus on me, doing all those things men do that make it seem as if you’re all that matters. A few hours wasted that way might convince me that being both desirable and self-reliant isn’t just a ridiculous fantasy.

			Sharon sidles up next to me, gently tugging on the end of my shirtsleeve and allowing my attention to focus elsewhere. “How is she? Better?”

			Nodding, I smile a little and let everything else fade away. Perhaps now I can escape the cloud of heavy-handed emotional stuff in this hospital for a moment and catch a breather outside. After that I’ll be holed up here—until I’m positive Kate doesn’t need anything else—trying to decide which pathetically out-of-date magazine in the waiting room to read first. Perhaps I’ll start with the self-esteem-damaging women’s mag that’s trying to masquerade itself as a fitness journal. The cover shouts of a workout that will give me skinny-jean-worthy thighs in six minutes a day. I like skinny jeans, don’t love my thighs, and consider six minutes to be the right amount of time for a workout.

			Backing out of the room, intent on a few moments of fresh air, I smile. “She’s perfect now. I’m going to head outside for a bit, so make sure no one interrupts them for a while, OK? I’m sure Trevor will come out once they’re ready for the ambush of cooing and tears.”

			I catch a glimpse of the pilot again just as I turn to leave the room. When he chuckles at another witticism from Devon, I suddenly want someone to punish for Trevor’s absence, and this guy makes the perfect target. He’s leaning in toward Devon and speaking quietly, in a rich, resonant tone that is far too easygoing for my taste right now.

			“Plus, Trevor needs a few minutes alone with her and the baby.” I raise my voice deliberately. “Since fancy private planes apparently travel at the speed of molasses, he missed out on everything.”

			The room immediately turns silent. Simon manages to ease the tension slightly by snorting out an uncomfortable laugh. I saunter away and step around the corner. No more than five steps beyond, there is a door leading to the outside. My hand lands against the door, but when I start to push it open, a loud voice emerges from the waiting room.

			“Aw, come on, Shoelace. Don’t go getting yourself all tied up in knots. I got him here in one piece, didn’t I?”

			I halt in place. The door has one of those industrial-style push bars on it, and when I pull my hand back slowly, it squeaks loudly under the release. Finally, the door clicks shut and the weight of it against my hips threatens to toss me off balance. I keep my fingers against the cool metal of the door for a moment, trying to decide if I’m hearing things.

			Shoelace.

			Only one person in my entire life has called me that. The world’s lamest nickname. People have called me Lace for years; my father called me Lacie-Gracie, riffing off my first and middle names. But “Shoelace” was the invention of a boy who liked to rile me up and kiss me down after he did, and ended up tearing my teenage heart in two when he walked away without even saying sayonara.

			As my feet shuffle across the five long steps back to the waiting room, heart thudding angrily in my chest, I would swear my lungs are losing traction with every inch. I tip my head to the side and peer into the room.

			Sweet Jesus.

			Not possible.

			Jake Holt. Live and in person. Standing there with the same crooked smile he used to give me when we were seventeen. The same blue eyes. The same dimple in his left cheek.

			“Hey, Lacey.”

			The same voice, every recognizable twitch of mischief and longing in his inflection. Just like he used to lay on me when we were alone and doing things I thought we shouldn’t but wanted more than anything.

			Reckless things. Half-naked things. Semi-illegal things.

			Slowly, Jake slips the gray beanie off his head, chin tilted down a bit so he can peer cautiously at me with only a small smile, and runs a hand through his hair. It’s different now; the last time I saw him it was longer and straggly, and one hunk would flop over his right eye every time he leaned forward to kiss me, obscuring the eyebrow ring he once had. When he did that—kissed me or put his face right next to mine to whisper something—the ends of his hair would tickle across my eyelashes. Now it’s shorter, less bright blond and absent of the green or blue streaks he used to dye in occasionally, cut into a shaggy but grown-up style.

			And, good God, the rest of him grew up, too. The pilot’s uniform cuts close to his body, and he’s crossed his arms over his chest, a chest he actually has now, so I can tell that somewhere along the last decade or so, Jake Holt went and traded in his gangly, rangy body for one that is still lean but rife with dense, compact muscles. Everywhere, I’m pretty sure.

			I don’t know what to say in response. A returning “hey” or “hello” doesn’t feel right, too casual for this moment. Probably because ten years ago, we never said good-bye properly. All I can manage is a stage whisper, but I get the words out somehow.

			“What the hell took you so long?”

			That question is for today, and yesterday, and every day between when he left town and now. How he might answer, who knows. How I might react? No telling.

			Jake’s smile fades. “Sweetheart, I had things to do. Places I had to go.” He cants his head to one side a fraction. “I didn’t know anyone was waiting for me.”

			So what if—somewhere in the reminiscent parts of my heart—I was? It’s not his concern. So what if I’ve always wondered what became of Jake Holt? So what if I’ve trolled social media for him when I’ve indulged in too much nostalgia, worrying that he died because he’s basically a ghost when it comes to the wilds of the ’net? Who cares if I’ve sometimes imagined in full color what my life would have been like with him, from the places we would live, to the things he would say when we woke up together in our bed?

			So. What.

			A confused, heated, overwhelmed sting is brewing behind my eyelids. This is too much emotion for one day. New babies, old flames, unrequited hookups, all in the same building. Next thing you know, the eleven-year-old boy whose braces got caught in my hair during our first kiss will come walking through the door or something. And right now, there is no way I can handle another scene from This Is Your Life, the Lacey Mosely edition.

			Kate will understand if I disappear. She won’t judge me for it, once she knows why. Once I come clean and tell her how I once gave everything to Jake Holt. When I tell her we were the kind of secret that was wonderful and wild, Kate will grant me a pass on leaving.

			Since Kate’s opinion is the only one that matters today, I turn on my heel and throw the heavy door open so hard it nearly bounces back and whacks my shoulder before I can clear the opening. Then I get in my car, curse the radio for the throwback heartbreak song that’s blaring when the engine roars to life, and drive away.
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			There is a fine art to opening the back door of The Beauty Barn, one I’m normally able to finesse while lugging a purse and a large canvas bag slung over my shoulder, a half-eaten snack bar in my mouth, and clutching a Styrofoam cup full of hot coffee in one hand.

			Given that I’ve opened this door nearly three thousand times over the last thirteen years, when I saunter back from Deaton’s Café grasping my daily brew, I expect that on a cold November morning such as today, I need to pull on the door, stick my key in, then kick the bottom twice before it will unlock. But just as I turn the key and give the final yank on the handle I know it requires, the door breaks free. The unexpected ease with which it flies open means the door edge whacks right into my shin, a yelp follows my coffee tumbling from my hand, and my wide-open mouth means the snack bar drops into the six inches of fresh snow on the ground.

			Muttering a few not-quite-obscenities, I thank God for wellies. This morning I put on a heather-gray skater skirt and a black fitted short-sleeved sweater, every intention of refusing winter with my clothing choices. However, when I stepped outside to start my car and felt the Chinook wind blustering about, I had an attack of common sense and pulled on a pair of black ribbed wool tights and a pair of shiny, glossy red wellies when I went back in the house. Despite trading bare legs and cute suede ankle boots for this look, it’s the kind of style compromise I can live with. And now, the toppled coffee manages to miss my skirt and tights, spilling only over my trusty (and cute, thank you) wellies.

			After I tap the toe of my boots to brush off the last drips of coffee and collect the Styrofoam cup and snack bar from the snow, I manage to make it in the store without further incident. Inside, I switch the lights on and unlock the front door, flipping over the ancient cardboard sign that proclaims “OPEN” in delicate calligraphy. Mrs. Ruth Ann Taylor, the owner of The Beauty Barn, made that sign decades ago and even if it’s yellowing and faded, I can’t imagine using something else in its place.

			When Ruth Ann opened The Beauty Barn in 1952, it was a gift from her husband, Vernon, who owned the hardware store next door. They couldn’t have kids, so Vernon gave her a business to tend to instead. They worked side by side for forty years until he died of lung cancer and Ruth Ann had to sell off the hardware store. Vernon’s old building houses a thrift store now. Instead of perfectly organized bins of wing bolts and washers, it’s full of people’s crappy castoffs strewn about in heaps and piles. Kind of depressing, if you ask me.

			Lingering for a moment at the storefront, I take in the quiet of the shop and drag my finger across a strip of frost that’s coating the edge of the plate glass on the door. Weather like this signals the real arrival of winter in Montana. Nothing but mukluks and multiple layers for the next five months. While snow has its own charms, I’d still take sunny and seventy-five over anything else.

			Business will likely be a little slow, given the weather, which doesn’t sound all bad. I’ve had my eye on a few new products to add to our inventory, and a quiet day means I can finally narrow the choices to place my order. The Beauty Barn is closed on Sunday and Monday, so kudos to Nic for dive-bombing his way into our lives yesterday, when I already had the day off. Although it wouldn’t matter too much if he showed up on any other day of the week. Even if our part-time employee, Sandi, couldn’t cover for me, I could have just tacked a sticky note to the front door.

			Kate having her baby. Be back tomorrow.

			I could do that because this is Crowell. It’s The Beauty Barn. Around here, we keep our work priorities straight and our homegrown resident loyalties straighter, so everyone would gladly wait one extra day for a box of hair dye or blue rinse if they had to.

			I started working here the year I turned sixteen, kept on after school and in the summers until I headed off to Langston for my short-lived venture into higher education. I lasted one year there—and it happened to be the longest year of my ever-loving life.

			I’m the manager now, although being the manager of The Beauty Barn comes with very few perks and even less cachet. No bonus plan, no sweet benefits package, not even a business card. Mostly it means that Ruth Ann lives in an old folks’ home in Missoula now and I’m like the de facto owner. Absent of the little prestige that would accompany being able to say I’m the actual owner. But I haven’t paid for a single tube of lip gloss, bottle of nail polish, or tube of mascara in years.

			Beyond the beauty products we sell, I started doing manicures and pedicures a few years ago, something I swear has kept us from closing the doors. My French manicures are renowned in Stratton County because I have a steady hand and the right touch for perfect tips. But if you want a full set of those gel things, I’m not your gal. Anything that’s set with UV light and doesn’t chip when it should? Not my thing.

			When I came home from Langston, Ruth Ann had just celebrated her seventieth birthday. She asked if I was staying home for good and because I was nineteen and still believed there was more left for me to do far beyond the confines of Crowell, I told her I wasn’t sure. She looked at me and smiled. I understand now that Ruth Ann knew I boomeranged my way back because Crowell is part of my essential makeup, so ingrained in who I am it’s likely part of my genetic code. This place is my home, my heart, and my only truth.
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			By early afternoon, I’ve just hit send on the order of new products: amazing-looking gel eyeliners, wands of a blendable cheek-lip color combo, and a moisturizer with brighteners that, if it does one-tenth of what it claims to do, could easily be deemed a miracle in a jar.

			While I’m waiting for the printer to spit out my order confirmation, the front door of the shop opens, and I peek out to find a high school girl dragging a very reluctant boy in behind her.

			“Cole, come on. Five minutes.” She’s clad in patterned leggings and a V-neck tee, with a sloppy-looking zip-up hoodie thrown on, the entire outfit not near warm enough for the weather. Lucky for her she still has a foolhardy and youthful nervous system; she probably won’t even notice the snow inside her ballet flats until her toes start to go numb. Her dark auburn hair is up in a messy bun that’s both sweet and sexy on girls her age, a few loose pieces tumbling about her shoulders and skimming the nape of her neck.

			Cole manages a groan but stumbles in, falling gently against the back of her until his arms are wrapped about her waist loosely, releasing her only long enough to adjust his camo ball cap down a bit. Credit to him, he’s wearing a stiff Carhartt duck jacket and has his jeans tucked into his cowboy boots, a dead giveaway to his rural sensibilities. If he didn’t already spend two hours before school feeding cattle, you can be sure he has that to look forward to this evening when it’s cold and dark.

			“I don’t need anything in here, Cara. I’ll be outside in the truck. ’Cause you’re lying about five minutes, anyway.”

			“Hush.” A gentle swat of one hand lands against where his arms are clasped around her. Untangling herself from him, she strides off, leaving Cole stuck in place, trying to orient himself to the store. Or looking for an escape route, possibly.

			Cole doesn’t stand a chance. Or, if he thought he did, he doesn’t now. Because Cara just spritzed a bit of a sampler perfume on her wrist, then drew it across her neck, and she’s holding her arm up for him to come give his opinion. Bless her scheming little feminine heart, the girl knows what she’s doing. Like a well-trained lapdog, Cole is over there in seconds, all his attention on her and the little swath of skin she’s offered up. Nodding is all the poor boy can do to render his approval. She picks up a bottle then heads to the counter, pausing at a nail lacquer display to peer closer, finally selecting a bright pink polish with big flecks of silver glitter in it.

			I meet her at the counter, where she’s slid her purchases toward me while fingering the selection of lip glosses I’ve set up there. A tube of the dark violet color ends up in her hand, and it’s all wrong for her incredibly fair skin tone. I’ll be damned if this beautiful girl is leaving here with that in her bag, because even Cole, who is pretending to look at his phone but was quite obviously watching her walk up to the counter, will be afraid to kiss her with that shade on. She’ll end up looking like Morticia Addams gone country. Picture that for a second. Not cute.

			“Here. Try this one.” I pull out a pale peachy-pink shade that’s extra glossy and hand it to her.

			Cara takes a good look and then unscrews the lid, dotting some onto the pad of her middle finger, then proceeds to pucker up a bit and daintily dab it on her lips. And, good grief—poor, poor Cole. He’s zeroed in on the whole thing, his own mouth fallen open slightly, and I’m sure concocting a series of very inappropriate scenarios in his addled mind that center primarily on Cara’s lips. Because he’s at the age where his mind has three settings: hungry, horny, or asleep. He’s obviously not asleep, he might be hungry, but for now it’s likely he’s feeling pretty dominated by the last option.

			An awkward cough leaves his gaping mouth. “I’ll be outside.”

			With that announcement, Cole disappears to the safety of his truck, the front door swooping shut behind him.

			If Cara knew what she was doing with the perfume, she’s oblivious to what just happened here. I vaguely want to give her a speech, tell her to enjoy this space in time, when she barely has to try and a sweet boy who adores her suddenly can’t figure out which end is up because she put some lip gloss on. Lord, it’s a beautiful thing, and there will come a time when she feels like trying is all she’s doing.

			Cara smacks her lips together, takes a look in the mirror on the display, and grins.

			“Oooohhh, I love it. It’s perfect. Thank you.”

			That right there is why I like my job. The Beauty Barn is a place where all the things I like, live. Pretty things, products with sparkle, the hope and answer to every beauty flaw in tiny frosted glass jars of creams and serums. On especially slow days, I imagine more here, maybe a full salon with a luxurious wash bar and dedicated space for colorists—even though Crowell probably can’t support a shop that fancy. Hidden in my office, tucked in a desk drawer, is a folder full of magazine clippings that inspire what this humble place might be, if the stars aligned with my astrological sign and gave me the bank account to make it real. It may be a near pipe dream, but it’s mine. But when I save someone from the atrocity of a violet lip gloss that might ruin their young love life, just that is enough.

			Cara pays and skips out the door to a waiting Cole, who opens her truck door and feigns disinterest in her purchases. The goofy smile on his face betrays him, though. If Cara asks him to paint her nails, apply her lip gloss, and spritz his truck with that perfume, he’ll do it.

			Reminiscing over my high school yearbook last night, lingering on the page with Jake Holt’s picture reminded me of what all that feels like. The sensation of wanting someone as much as they want you. The overwhelming feeling that accompanies the first everything.

			But the boy on that yearbook page looked light-years different from the man I saw yesterday, while I remain a carbon copy of my teenage self in so many ways. Then, he was a gangly kid wearing Doc Martens, sporting eyebrow and lip rings, and simmering up with quiet disdain and angst. He was listening to Bright Eyes and Elliott Smith, tossing in a NOFX record when feeling more subversive than usual. I was wearing cheerleading skirts, Ugg boots, and pink velour ensembles that didn’t have “Juicy” emblazoned on the ass, but I wished they did. I was playing a Shania Twain album on repeat.

			Together, we were the personification of every poorly acted teen romantic comedy ever made. Prom queen meets misfit. Good girl meets cynical outcast. For all the things our clothes and music said about who we supposedly were, alone we were so much more. Plus, after a certain point, we were naked with each other a lot, so our disparate taste in clothes didn’t matter much.

			Now, unfortunately, my body is different. My hair, fortunately, is also different. But everything else is the same. I more or less have the same job and live in the same house. Jake went off and got better hair and a suspiciously amazing-looking body, clearly lives someplace other than here, and has a job as a private pilot, for cripe’s sake.

			Most of the night, I was awake, lying in bed and wondering about Jake. Did he jet off already? If he didn’t, where was he staying? Was he in bed thinking about me? Most of all, was he naked or at least shirtless? Because that detail seemed incredibly important to know. A few pictures, undisputable photographic evidence of what lay beneath that starched white dress shirt he was wearing, would be even better.
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			By closing time, I’ve busied the rest of the day away doing a new window display and reorganizing the hair products, letting the distraction dim my thoughts about Jake, deciding he must be multiple states away by now. If anything, I know Jake Holt wouldn’t stay in Crowell one second longer than he has to.

			Jake arrived in Crowell halfway through freshman year. When he was ushered into our second-period English class by the school guidance counselor, he was wearing a Flogging Molly ringer tee, some very filthy-looking jeans with a variety of tears, and a dirty black backpack slung over one shoulder with the top of a skateboard sticking out of it. After he was introduced to the class, he proceeded to look right through the entire room as if it were empty, then sat where he was told and said nothing. By lunch, we knew these semifacts about the new kid: he was from Minnesota, his flighty mother—possibly a drug addict, we weren’t sure—had dumped him off to live with his grandmother, and his father (whom Jake had never met) was rumored to be a roadie for a washed-up ’70s acid-rock band.

			By the end of the day, it was decided. Jake Holt was a freak and not be associated with, unless you liked that sort of thing. I, of course, was damn sure I did not.

			Then, all because of a chance late-night drive that ended at a secluded hot spring, Jake and I spent eight months together during our senior year. I wouldn’t even call it dating, because the whole thing was a clandestine matter, hidden away from all the prying eyes of Crowell. Keeping it that way was something unspoken between us, because we both knew that strolling into the school cafeteria holding hands one day would ruin everything. Small towns have a social construct that doesn’t yield easily, so if the prom queen hooks up with the school misfit, all the things that keep people in the right boxes would hail down until we both couldn’t take it.

			He left town the day after graduation, and even though we never talked about after—after school ends, after summer was over—I never thought he would just leave. If it hadn’t been for the twist of fate that Nic and his untimely arrival created, Jake wouldn’t be here.

			So, thank you, Nic? Darn you? I’m not sure yet.

			The front door to the shop tinkles and Sandi strides in, stomping snow off her faux-fur-lined Sorels and shoving the hood—also fur-lined—back on the pink-camo-patterned down coat she’s wearing.

			She shakes out her hair, the dark raven base color only serving to spotlight the cherry-red highlights that streak it. “Holy shit. Winter sucks ass.”

			Sandi just turned thirty-four, has two adolescent boys and a wonderful dimwitted redneck husband, but her perpetually crude language, fashion choices, and abiding love for boy bands mean I would swear she’s still holding court over the popular table in junior high. She works here one afternoon a week, just enough time for me to catch up on the busywork of paying vendors, taking inventory, and entering our sales into the obnoxious bookkeeping software the accountant insists we use.

			I grab her meager paycheck off the far side of the front counter and wave it in her direction. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

			When she walks to the counter, she proceeds to swing up and sit on it, her boots thumping against the front. “Oh, I plan to blow all fifty dollars in one shot. At Lonigan’s. And you’re coming with me.”

			I look up suspiciously, and when her face slowly erupts into a stiff, wildly and awkwardly restrained grin, I answer emphatically. “Yeah. No. All those teeth showing means you’re feeling twitchy, and you twitchy at the bar means drunken darts and me telling Garrett not to serve you again.”

			Sandi offers a sly grin at my reference to the local watering hole’s bartender-cum-owner, whom she enjoys harmlessly toying with. “Garrett does whatever I say, you know that.” Another thump of her boots against the counter face. “Come on. Mack and the boys are off elk hunting, I’m a free woman. Don’t make me spend it on the couch watching reruns of Gossip Girl. One drink, I’m buying, and if you say no, I’ll cut the battery cables on your car in retaliation.”

			Going home alone, into a frigid house, and trying to find something calorie-conscious to eat doesn’t exactly sound like a killer way to spend the evening. I look out the front window and debate my options for a moment. Sandi whines another plea.

			All righty, then. Lonigan’s it is.
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			Lonigan’s is a typical small-town bar. Known to every local, yet so unassuming, anyone who didn’t live here would likely drive right past without taking a glance. Housed in a squat cinder-block building on the outskirts of town, it is currently painted bright magenta, and has no signage beyond the name stenciled in bold black letters on the side, with only one steel door to mark the entrance.

			When we walk in, the first person I see also happens to be the last person I want to see. Deputy Sheriff Dusty Frank—also known as my first boyfriend, my last boyfriend, and the most recent man I slept with—tips his chin in greeting to me; an I’ve seen you naked smirk on his face. I make a beeline for the only open spot and heave my purse down on the black Formica tabletop, slipping into the booth with a huff.

			Sandi peeks around the high back of the booth in Dusty’s direction. “I swear, if he weren’t like some kind of Crowell royalty, he’d be toothless by now. All that swagger plus all that beer belly means more than a few people would like a swing. Myself included.”

			She’s right on all points. Dusty comes from Scobey money, in reference to the fertile soil of north central Montana, which means they’re land-rich. His people own thirty thousand acres in Stratton County alone, plus a few scattered parcels here and there in the rest of the state. Between cattle grazing and wheat farming, when he inherits—which he will—Dusty can then easily add “millionaire” to his list of attributes. Until then he’s riding the wave of the near mafia control his family also happens to have over the sherriff’s office. And, somehow, his beer belly only adds to the weight of his entire cocksure persona. Add in the badge, and his ego operates in its own solar system.

			I watch him lumber off his bar stool and amble toward the bathroom. Once he’s clear of the room, I slip out of the booth, intent on acquiring the drink Sandi promised before he makes it back. I flop my hand out, palm up.

			“You promised to buy, but I’m going up there to get our drinks. If I send you, Garrett will load up on the alcohol on the off chance he can finally turn all your innocent-married-woman flirting into something not so innocent, and I don’t want a hangover.”

			Sandi slaps a twenty in my hand, and when Garrett sees me approaching the bar, his face falls a bit. Thank God I’m not looking to ply any girl game on a man tonight, because that look would have killed my confidence. I order up the seven and seven Sandi requested and a skinny cocktail for myself—the one Garrett knows how to make so well. Because he’s entrepreneurial enough to know that if country star Miranda Lambert starts giving interviews talking about her own unique recipe for a rum-laden concoction involving Crystal Light, every woman in the county will want one.

			“Lacey, Lacey, Lacey. A Randa-rita? Smart. Just don’t let the rum convince you to spend the rest of the night gobbling up a bag of those frosted animal crackers you like so much.”

			Feeling Dusty’s warm breath on my neck and his body pushed against the back of mine, I resist the urge to elbow him in the gut, because it is thick enough to protect him from any defensive move on my part. Furthermore, he is the last person alive who should comment on anyone’s eating habits. This is a man who spends nearly every Sunday on the couch, single-handedly polishing off two frozen pizzas, a dozen hot wings, and a slab of cheesecake while hollering at the NASCAR race on television. I spent three long years listening to him complain that everything good about racing died with number three and how green-white checkers means wreckers, all in between his telling me to grab him another Busch Light.

			“Thank you for your concern, Dusty. But I’m guessing your weekend wasn’t exactly full of baby carrots and hummus dip. Did you go with the extra-hot buffalo or the super-spicy BBQ wings? Or both?”

			I can practically feel the atmosphere cooling around us. His hand shoots out to slip across one of my hips, low enough I could also claim he’s grabbing my ass. When his lips touch my ear, I instantly reevaluate my decision not to elbow him.

			“Maybe you should worry about how you’re filling out these hips, Lace. If you aren’t careful, you’ll end up busting a zipper.”

			Of course. Dusty would go straight for the part of me that worries about every curve being an inch away from chubby. It’s fantastic how being with someone for long enough exposes your every vulnerability. How we let people in, whisper the things that make us fragile, hoping they might remember how tender those things are, and never use them against us. How we ask them to say we’re beautiful because we need them to. How much we want them to look at us when we’re undressed and insist that we should be naked as much as possible, because it’s that fine of a sight. Instead, they wait. Wait until we hate ourselves enough that those weaknesses define us. Then they poke the fat bear with a stick.

			Dusty relaxes after he notes I haven’t offered a snappy comeback. His hand disappears from my hip and he pushes a fifty-dollar bill across the bar top.

			“Let me buy you a drink, Lace. No fighting.”

			Oh God. Absolutely not. The last time Dusty bought me a drink at Lonigan’s it did not end well. On a dark evening five months ago, I was feeling mope-tastically lonely, unmoved by any of my typical empowered girl talk about self-reliance, and that night Dusty was the best version of himself. Cocky. Engaging. Convincing. One glass of white zinfandel and my rational brain fuzzed and bloomed into oblivion until I was convinced that one night between two people who formally broke up over three years ago wouldn’t really matter.

			I was wrong. It mattered.

			It mattered because in the morning Dusty acted like it didn’t. Utter frosty detachment when he chooses is the man’s greatest strength, and seeing it in his eyes works to my frailty. Every. Single. Time.

			The first time we dated it was because I was a sophomore, he was a junior, and he had a Dodge diesel with stacks and decided I was worth taking for a ride in it. The teenage Dusty was fun in the way a kegger is fun—when you’re fifteen. Loud, boisterous, exciting, and good at making you forget why having another drink isn’t a smart idea. Unfortunately, the aftereffects of both can be eerily similar. Usually you’re left wondering where your bra is, while praying for a magic wand that rustles up do-overs.

			The second time we dated it was because he was back from Kansas State with a degree in criminal justice and I liked the way that sounded. Seeing him at Deaton’s Café again seemed like fate and a future presenting itself. He felt like home.

			From a distance, on paper, in theory, we should have been perfect together. The cheerleader and the quarterback. Nearly matching shades of blond hair and blue eyes between us. Me, perched in the passenger seat of his redneck wet dream of a truck, wearing a flirty dress with cowgirl boots and flipping my hair around. But sometimes things that look good on paper fall flat when you try to stand them up and see how they withstand real life.

			We broke up for good a few years ago because I realized I was unhappy way more often than I was happy. It might have been easier if there were a more dramatic reason than that—he cheated, I cheated, or something else worthy of a soap opera story line—but instead, it was just the end. Plus, over time, the fun Dusty from my teen years has taken on a bitter edge, the result of always wanting more than what he already has.

			I may have also completed a women’s magazine quiz entitled “Is It Over?” only to find that my results were a near perfect score. “Perfect” meaning my score fell squarely into the “Don’t Bother with CPR Because This One’s DOA” category on the answer page. That helped put things in perspective.

			I cover Dusty’s hand with mine and then pat it, gently, because I’m not in the mood to fight with him, either.

			“No way, Deputy. Keep your fifty for the next blonde through the door.”

			At that moment, like a stage cue to a melodrama starring me as the ditzy woman who will likely end up tied to railroad tracks at some point, the door to Lonigan’s opens and in walks Jake. Turns out my other high school ex-boyfriend happens to be the next blond through the door. Oh, life and all its zingy little sucker punches. If I weren’t struggling to take my next breath, I’d probably be knocking back the Randa-rita that Garrett just set on the bar and slamming down my empty while demanding another. But I’d put the entire fifty on Dusty not buying Jake a drink.

			Dressed down from yesterday, Jake’s in twill workpants and a well-worn unbuttoned red flannel over a heavy dark sweater. His hair is slightly askew, like he just rolled out of bed ten minutes ago. When his eyes connect with mine, they brighten only long enough for him to register Dusty, the pose of our bodies, my hand over his. Then Jake turns away to scan the room, and before I can shut my slackened jaw to avoid any flies getting in there, he’s raising one hand in greeting to someone across the room.

			Dusty doesn’t seem to have noticed Jake, or if he did, there isn’t any recognition on his part. Because Dusty was a year ahead of us in school and their paths rarely crossed in a good way, Dusty certainly wouldn’t recognize Jake now, unless he really bothered to look. When Dusty pulls his hand back from under mine and makes his way back to his bar stool, I can’t decide whether I want to stomp over to Jake’s table and demand to know what he is still doing here or just leave these drinks on the bar top and scuttle out the door.

			You know what? Hell, no. My scurrying away is not happening. He’s the one who left without a word. He’s the one who showed up here and had the audacity to call me “Shoelace” like he used to, as if it hasn’t been ten freaking years since we last spoke. This is my town. I still live here and he doesn’t. If anything, I might rather enjoy the opportunity to let Jake Holt see exactly what he left behind. Not the heartbroken seventeen-year-old me—but the grown-up, has-her-act-together, and wearing-a-cute-outfit-with-wellies version of me. And, if he happens to fall all over himself with regret at the sight? Well, that would just be a bonus.

			With that idea in mind, I straighten my spine, pull my shoulders back, and grab the drinks to make my way back to the booth.

			Once I’ve taken my seat and managed a few gulps of my drink, I scan the room, trying for as much nonchalance as possible. Jake’s across the way, sitting in a booth where he can see me clearly, paying only cursory attention to the slightly familiar man he’s met up with because every few seconds Jake’s eyes flicker to mine. And as much as I want to stifle the excited flutter that comes with the fact he is quite obviously watching me, it happens each time our gazes cross.

			I remind myself that the goal is for Jake to feel the fluttering. All while I remain cool and composed, making it obvious that I’m not looking for anything or anyone. Which is true. I stopped trying so hard to find a man years ago, convinced that when it was right, the perfect man would come knocking on my door. And zooming into town on a private jet because my brother-in-law needed a ride probably doesn’t count as opportunity knocking. Even if opening my door to find a man like Jake standing there—all ruggedly enticing—seems like the kind of opportunity I’d like to investigate. Thoroughly. For as long as it takes to traverse all the proportions of his new not-gangly body. Who knows how long that might take? Days, I’m sure.

			No. Retreat, Lacey. You are an independent, kick-ass, take-care-of-yourself kind of gal now. Do not play this game with that man. Just consider him some sort of optical illusion, the ghost of boyfriends past or something.

			Sandi’s talking. I can hear her voice, but the words are running together. Only the fact I know her so well means I’m able to offer the appropriate verbal mumblings to make it seem as if I’m really listening. But because I’m evidently weak, and despite all of my internal ramblings, when Jake looks my way again, it’s on. I give in, and a gripping match of eye-flirtery and temptation between two worthy opponents ensues.
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