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  To all of us who waited years for our one.

    


    
      Prologue Ten Years Ago Melody


  “I have something for you.”

I snap shut my bedroom door. Then pause to listen for sounds of my parents coming to inquire why their daughter felt the need to sneak into the house, home early from a fully sanctioned final hurrah with her classmates the night before she leaves for college.

As it happens, that reason stands just feet away from me in the form of a tall, eighteen-year-old boy.

I give it a second before flicking on the overhead light. Even without it, I know I’ll find his chin dipped to get a proper look at me, sending dark hair spilling onto his forehead. I know that eyes the color of molten caramel will be on me, conveying their amusement.

“Whatever happened to the no boys in the bedrooms rule?”

I was right: his face is screwed up, a touch confused but amused as hell, wondering why I brought him up here.

I don’t blame him.

In the four years since we’ve known each other, Zac and I have rarely found ourselves alone. Unless you count those few minutes in the boys’ locker room at school before a game, but that ritual went away months ago with the end of the football season.

I’ve been third-wheeling with Zac and my twin brother Parker since the first time he trailed into our parents’ house after practice, all quiet and lanky. Polite. New in town. At fourteen, Zac was already offering to help Mom set the table for dinner. When Dad went to drop him off at home later that night, Mom praised Parker for bringing home such a nice boy, who’d clearly been raised right by his parents.

Days later, we found out he was being raised right by his grandmother. Weeks later, we found out he wasn’t so quiet once he got used to new people. Months later, he was the perfect middle ground between the Woods twins—the right balance between my relentless sarcasm and Parker’s sunny smiles.

“It’s still a rule. But you’re you,” I tell him. He follows me into my room and plops down on the end of the bed with me. An imposing figure, just like I always imagined he’d be, if I ever got him in bed.

Not that I ever could.

“Elaborate on that for me, will you?”

“You know.” I shrug. “You grew up with us. You’re… basically a brother.”

Zac’s eyes sweep my bedroom, a space he’s only ever glanced from the hallway. “Trust me, Melody. I’m not a brother.”

“Parker’s brother,” I amend quickly. God, I’m an idiot. He and I are barely friends, and I go calling him my brother? “You grew up here, with him. What I mean is, you hardly count as a guest. This is totally fine.”

Zac arches an eyebrow, reaching behind him for the mini foam football sitting on my bed. “So why did you sneak me in through the back door?”

“I felt like taking the scenic route in.”

His mouth twitches. “And why are we whispering?”

“So that the guy I keep hidden in my closet doesn’t hear you and get jealous.”

Zac laughs. The warm, deep sound that’s been rewarding my snark for the past four years. He’d been one of the rare people in high school who hadn’t immediately confused my dry humor with snobbery. Even my best friend Summer confessed it had taken her a while to get me.

“It’ll be weird not having you around, Clover,” he says with a sigh. “You think you’d ever move back here? After school, maybe?”

I eye Zac in my peripheral vision, refusing to look at him on the off chance the rush of warmth coursing through me has deepened my flush. He’s called me Clover more than a thousand times in those precious few minutes we spend alone, but the way he says it tonight feels… different.

Quiet, intimate.

Like he can see into my brain and knows exactly how bad I need to hear that he’ll think about me while I’m away. At least for a little while.

“Maybe,” I tell him. “But Oakwood Bay is all I know. I’ve always liked the idea of moving to the city.” When Zac only nods, I release a long breath. “Who knows, maybe I’ll be in both places one day. A city apartment, and a big stone house on the bay here.”

He looks around curiously. “A big stone house?”

I nod at my desk, where sits the large vision board we’d been tasked with putting together as a senior year project. “With a wrap-around porch. A yellow front door, maybe a cute porch swing, and a patch of daisies. Or… you know. Something less cheesy.” I rise, tucking my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. “Anyway, I wanted to give you a going away present.”

Zac runs a hand over the stubble at his jaw that grew in way sooner than Parker’s, much to my brother’s dismay. “You’re the only one going away for school. Shouldn’t this be the other way around?”

“It should be.” Pointedly, I study the pockets of his jeans. “But you seem to have forgotten my gift at home.”

He rubs his lips together, trying not to laugh. “No, I didn’t. It’s in the car.”

I squint at him. “So, first he forgets to get me a going away present. And then he lies about forgetting to get me a going away present.”

He quirks a smile. Not a big one. Not the one that casts a glow on whoever he bestows it to. But it’s just enough to trigger the very best part of it. His eyes go all squinty, as though he refuses to be anything but singularly focused on the joy of the moment. Laugh lines carve deep around his eyes, deeper than any eighteen-year-old I know, announcing to the world the kind person he is.

He’s Zac Porter, the golden boy of Oakwood Bay. Quarterback of the high school football team, on the cusp of taking the field for the University of Oakwood Bay, in just a few days’ time. My brother’s charming best friend, with a bevy of girls always trailing him. So confident and optimistic that you can’t help but crave his company, just for a little taste of his warmth. Even me, the infamously grouchy Woods twin, standing in the periphery of his life. Close but never close enough.

Without warning, Zac tosses the mini football. It soars over my head and I scramble back to catch it before it hits the ground.

“Nice catch.” He gets to his feet, shrinks the distance between us. Standing this close together, I need to tip my head back to look at him. “Why’d you sneak me into your room, Clover?”

“To give you a present,” I say, breathlessly.

“And what kind of present is it?” Zac smirks, and I’m blushing again. “What kind of present requires you to sneak me into your bedroom, huh?”

There’s no way he doesn’t hear the rapid thump of my heart. I’m shocked my parents aren’t already barreling up the stairs, every heartbeat sounding the alarm.

Boy in bedroom. Boy in bedroom. Let’s go up and make this awkward as hell.

Zac nudges my chin, scrapes his teeth over his lower lip. “What are you gonna do to me, Clover?”

Is he… is he making a move on me?

His eyelids have gone heavy, his gaze sweeping my face, and he fingers my chin. I think he’s holding his breath, but I might be projecting.

Because we don’t flirt, and he’s never touched me like this. I’m not sure what’s possessed him now, but it really feels like he might be…

He’s just trying to get a rise out of you, same as him and Parker always do. Don’t embarrass yourself falling for it.

“Ha-ha, you wish,” I say, moving for my desk. “Only in your dreams, Zac Porter.”

I force a laugh as I sort through the mess on my desk, trying to find what I’m looking for. Buying my cheeks enough time to dial down the heat, and so determined to move us past this moment that it takes a second to realize that Zac isn’t laughing with me.

To recognize the silence as heavy.

He huffs out a breath. “Well, fuck.”

I turn to find Zac rubbing his face with rough hands. Every stroke revealing a couple of inches of flushed skin on his forehead, his cheeks.

Shit.

“I’m only kidding,” I blurt. “God, that was so embarrassing. I know you’d never actually wish—”

“I better get back to the party,” he says, finally surfacing from behind his hands. When he does, there’s not a trace left over of that smirk. He eyes a spot on the wall above my head, cheeks still flaming. “I left Grams to fend for herself with the rest of the guys on the team.”

“She was wiping the floor with Parker at poker when we left—”

“I’ll be quiet sneaking out. Don’t worry.” Zac flashes me a quick smile, turning for the door. “I’ll see you around, Mel.”

“Wait.”

I dash for the door, push it shut just as he starts to pull it open.

I’m panting. Maybe from rushing to catch him. Maybe because he’s standing so close, soft brown eyes staring at his feet, or because my heart is shoving the air from my lungs with every one of its rapid beats.

I can’t seem to pull together any other words, so I raise a hand between us.

Zac’s gaze lifts as I twirl a stemmed four-leaf clover between my thumb and forefinger. The way I always do, at least ten times a year. Our pre-game ritual since we were fourteen, and I’d caught Zac nervously pacing the quiet halls of our high school before his first game, dressed in his gear from head to toe. A quarterback unable to coax himself out onto the field with the rest of his team.

“Can’t let you leave without it.”

He holds out his hand, accepting the clover. Staring down at it like I’ve just poured fairy dust into his palm. He swallows. “I don’t know how I’ll make it through a game without one of these.”

“You’ll pull through. This happens to be a very special four-leaf clover. I spent all day doing all kinds of crazy voodoo magic over it.”

“You’re saying it’ll never wilt?”

“It’ll wilt, and you definitely want it to,” I tell him. “Because it so happens that the person who’s carrying it when it wilts will inherit its magic. They’ll throw a million touchdowns every game. Ace all their exams. Never get a hangover.”

With a soft laugh, Zac folds his fingers over the clover. Tucks it into his pocket. He’s still not quite looking me in the eye. His shoulders are still deflated, and a prickle builds at the back of my neck.

Like I’m missing something.

Like it’s staring me in the face, but I can’t make it out.

Zac slides a hand into the pocket of his jacket and produces a new pack of shoelaces. They’re red, the same ones he wears on his cleats.

“What are you doing?” I ask when he rips open the package.

“Giving you your present.”

“You bought me a pair of shoelaces?”

“No, I didn’t,” he says. “You were right. I forgot to get you a going away present and I’m feeling like a pretty big jackass over it. Hold out your arm for me.”

When I do, he loops a red lace around my wrist. Once, twice, three times. Double knotting the bracelet in place.

“Now do me,” he says, holding out his arm and the other lace. With lightly shaking fingers, I loop and double knot it around his wrist.

“There,” he says, with a breath. “I didn’t get to do voodoo magic on it or anything. But maybe whenever you feel down or… or if you ever miss home? Maybe you look at it and know that someone here is thinking about you. Missing you.”

I think I might be suffocating.

Intense, all-consuming weight builds in the pit of my stomach, floating upwards, blocking off my airway as I stare into his eyes. How they peer down at me, fixed on mine like he feels them too. The flurry of unsaid words now surrounding us. Words that mean nothing in isolation, but that, if I could just figure out in which order to string them together, could maybe change everything.

Because this hardly makes any sense to me. Other than the weekly ten minutes we spend alone when I deliver his good luck charm from September to February, I’m the third in his friendship with Parker. The spare.

Except, right now, I feel like the one.

How many times have I wished he’d look at me like that?

We’re standing so close our socked toes are touching. And I’m filled with the most overwhelming urge to run my fingers through his hair. Feel the stubble along his jaw. Touch the lean muscle he’s built up from years of quarterbacking our high school football team to a full-ride college scholarship.

“Kiss me.”

The words leave my mouth long before my brain processes them. I wait for the kick of humiliation. For the regret, the urge to say something to erase the words. When none of that comes, all I do is stare.

Zac has gone completely still. I can’t get a good read on his expression, but I can tell he’s holding his breath.

“That’s not funny.” He says it so quietly I can barely hear the words over the sound of my own heart.

“I’m not being funny. I want to kiss you.”

Zac swallows hard. Once. Twice. “You’re not fucking with me?”

I shake my head, feeling my throat dry out.

“You really want to kiss me?”

I nod, suddenly overwhelmingly nervous.

And then his chest swells, and he takes such a long and thorough breath it’s like he’s surfacing from the deep sea.

“Stay here.”

I rear. “What?”

“I have to… I have to go do something.” Zac opens my bedroom door, eyes still fixed on me. “Stay here and wait up for me, okay? I’ll be right back.”

“But—Zac, I just—”

I reach for him, but he shakes his head with enough intensity that I hit the brakes. He slips out of my bedroom, inching the door shut between us, eyeing me through the shrinking crack.

“I’ll be back, Clover, I promise. Wait up for me.”

    

  
    
      Chapter 1 Melody


  “What a jackass.”

I focus on the pale blue cashmere sweater I’m folding, tucking it into the dresser drawer with so much care you’d think it was my most prized possession.

It’s not. What I’m really doing is ignoring the man sitting at the foot of my new bed. His eyes are burning into my back, waiting me out, but he should know me better by now. I don’t cave when it comes to Parker Woods, and he’s also stubborn when it comes to me.

Just not as stubborn as I am.

“Melody, I am begging you to say words to convince me you know exactly what kind of jackass this guy is. He dumped you.”

“I know he dumped me. You don’t think I know he dumped me? I’m back in town, moving in with you, aren’t I?”

“Specifically, he dumped you so he could fuck his way through a boys’ trip to South America. You do know that’s what he’s doing, right?”

I wheel around to face him, immediately regretting the way I plant my hands on my hips like a stern mom. But I’ve committed to it, so I throw in some narrowed eyes for good measure. “You don’t have to rub it in. Okay, maybe he dumped me. Maybe I just spent the past month wallowing in our old apartment by myself. But it really was a great relationship while it lasted, and I don’t see why I can’t remember it fondly—”

With a groan, Parker falls dramatically onto the mattress. He’s fresh home from work, still dressed in a pair of athletic shorts and a t-shirt adorned with the UOB Huskies logo on the sleeve.

“Correction: he’s a manipulative jackass. He’s out there sleeping around, and he’s got you here remembering him fondly. I don’t know what you ever saw in him, Mel. Is it the rich guy thing? Did he at least buy you nice things for tolerating him all these years?”

I move to the bed where one of my suitcases sits open, still full to the brim, staring down at Parker who’s now glaring at the ceiling.

There are boy-girl twin combinations who look totally alike.

That can’t be said for me and Parker. He’s got the same blue eyes as mine, the same scowl when we’re pissed off, and the same talent for conveying our disdain with just a half-second glance.

But we’re opposites in every other way. He’s dark-haired where I’m dirty blonde, and he got blessed with several extra inches in the legs. He spent his whole life here in Oakwood Bay, graduated from UOB and took a job as a physical therapist in its athletic rehab center. Meanwhile, I moved to the city for college ten years ago, and never made it back home outside of the holidays.

Except now, courtesy of the demise of my six-year relationship.

“Is this what it’s going to be like, moving in here with you?” I ask him. “Look, it’s bad enough I had to move out of the apartment I shared with Connor—”

“And hightailed it out of the city you’ve lived in for a decade—”

“That part had nothing to do with him. I couldn’t afford to live there alone on a part-time salary.”

“Because precious Connor couldn’t stomach the idea of the independence you’d gain having a full-time job. And then he goes and throws you to the curb. How are you still sitting here defending him? Where’s the rage, Mels? Where’s the hate? Why aren’t you telling me about the bonfire you made of his belongings on your way out of that absurd apartment you shared?”

“There’s nothing to hate. He always treated me well. Looked after me. He got me my job—”

“Which you despise,” Parker interjects. “I’ve never once heard you gush about the prospect of making rich white men richer for a living.”

I ignore him, but he’s not wrong. Maybe I’d graduated college armed with a math degree and no clue what to do with it, but crunching numbers at the same investment bank where Connor worked definitely hadn’t been on my bingo card. Until it was.

But at least I’d found a job as aimless as I’d felt back then. At least I’d been earning something, paltry as it had been. At least they’d hired me as a remote worker, letting me move back to my hometown after it became glaringly obvious I could only afford to live—quite illegally and perilously—in a street-side federal mailbox post-breakup.

It might have been the gracious thing to do to let me have the apartment we shared, but it was Connor’s apartment, really. He bought—well, his parents bought—a stunning condo in a high rise in the heart of the downtown, high enough to peek over the surrounding skyscrapers for a glimpse of the river and the deep orange sun as it made its final gasp across the daytime sky. That apartment was pure glamor. Everything a small coastal town girl pictured when she imagined a life in the city.

And Connor ratcheted up the glamorous lifestyle when he sweetly refused to split the mortgage with me and my part-time salary, insisted he was thrilled to afford it for the both of us, that it made little sense that we’d both run ourselves ragged working demanding jobs. That I should go out and enjoy my life. Which, other than the three days a week I spent in the home office he lovingly put together for me, consisted of lengthy, directionless walks along the river, various fitness classes, and lunch with the other barely employed girlfriends within our circle.

Parker plucks a high-necked blouse adorned with pearls from my hands, holding it up by the shoulders with a grimace. “Let me guess: he bought this for you?”

Also true. I’ll never deny that I lived a very spoiled life with my very doting boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend.

I snatch back the shirt and go to hang it in the closet. “I already know my life is in shambles, Park. I’ve had to crawl back home to live with my baby brother at twenty-eight.”

“Hey—first off, I’m only a minute younger than you. Are you always—”

“Yes, I will always hang that minute over your head. You know it’s my favorite thing to do.”

“Second, I may live above my favorite bar—”

“Oakley’s is the only bar in town.”

“But I’m living a very adult life, in this very adult apartment. You know, I think it’ll be really good for you, being back. Have you told Summer you’re here?”

She’d be happy to see me, I know she would. Growing up, my friend Summer was a refuge in a world where I was constantly surrounded by boys, between Parker and his football teammates. Maybe I detached myself from Oakwood Bay over the past decade, but she’s always made it a point to come around when I’d be back for the holidays. Still though—

“No, I haven’t told her,” I sigh, fiddling with a shirt sleeve in my closet. “As much as I love you for letting me move in while I get back on my feet, you have to admit it’s all a little embarrassing. Getting dumped out of nowhere. Crawling back home, not being able to afford my own place.”

“Trust me, the only person who should be embarrassed is that idiot ex of yours.”

“Actually, Connor is incredibly smart. He’s the youngest person at our company overseeing a Fortune 500 CEO portfolio.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Mel,” Parker groans. “I know. It’s all he ever talked about the last time I had the misfortune of enduring his company, the pompous prick.”

When would that have been? Parker made the three-hour drive to meet me in the city all the time, when I first moved out there—a good thing considering I started avoiding Oakwood Bay like the plague, and I love the hell out of my brother. His visits dwindled, though, the further I got into my relationship with Connor. Parker wasn’t a fan of the so-called pompous prick. But Connor also wasn’t a fan of Parker’s many opinions, and the way he’d supposedly espouse them as fact.

I never felt like I could have them both equally in my life, and seeing as I lived with Connor, it was my relationship with Parker that suffered. Now, his is all I have.

Not for the first time since it happened, the image of Connor in my favorite shirt of his—the fitted polo that brings out of the blue of his eyes—comes to me. He sits me down and takes my hand, then shares with me he isn’t happy anymore. Tells me how much I mean to him, how he’ll always be grateful for me and the years we spent together, even when we go our separate ways. And then we do—we go our separate ways.

I finger the hangers in my closet, waiting for the tears to hit. They did, quite badly, the night of our breakup. Then the confusion settled in and hasn’t left me since.

I didn’t feel the monotony he said he felt. Had no idea what he meant when he said our futures no longer lined up. He left me so perplexed by the end of our talk that I spent the rest of the week trying to sort his words into an order that made sense. He’d stayed over at a friend’s place that first night to give me space, and by the time I woke up the next morning, he’d left for his month and a half long South American sabbatical. I’d never had a chance to ask where I went wrong.

Maybe that’s why I’m feeling this way. Maybe the confusion is why I haven’t shed a single tear since the initial shock of the breakup.

It might make sense of this inexplicable lightness, this strange relief deep down in my bones.

What else could it be?

Parker blows out a breath. His eyes are soft, sympathetic as I sink onto the bed beside him. I don’t know why. Perhaps we’ve developed some kind of twin telepathy sometime in the past twenty-eight years, because I haven’t let on a peep about this I don’t miss my boyfriend of six years thing. It’s entirely heartless. Better kept to myself.

“You know what? What you need is a good distraction,” Parker says suddenly. “A change of scenery to get your head right. I have to skip the annual Labor Day camping trip this year. There’s a friend coming into town last minute, and I can’t miss seeing her.”

I make a face. “The French exchange student from your grade? Or the Australian?”

“She’s from Sweden.” Parker wiggles his eyebrows. “She’s loud. Enjoys a little voyeurism—”

“Gross, Parker. I get that hearing questionable sounds is probably part of the deal now we’re living together, but I thought you’d at least give me a grace period.”

“You do get a grace period, sis,” Parker says with a shit-eating grin that instantly has me dreading his next set of words. “You won’t be here this weekend to hear it.”

“And where exactly will I be?”

“You’ll be taking my spot on the camping trip.”

I return a deadpan stare, letting the thought sink in. Waiting for some part of it to appeal to me. But it doesn’t. Spending my first weekend back home camping with Summer and…

And Zac Porter.

Absolutely fucking not.

“I’m not certain that’s the best idea,” I say, folding a pair of crisp, inky blue jeans.

“It’s a brilliant idea. You’ll have a great time. Get your mind off Connor. You can get a ride out with Summer—”

“I will not be attending.”

Parker laces his fingers behind his head. “Then I should warn you: I’m loud in bed. And she’s not a quiet little mouse, either.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Yup,” he says, popping the P sound. “And I won’t tame my impulses in my own apartment, big sis. So, unless you wanna go out and buy yourself a pair of industrial-grade earplugs, you’re in for a very long, long weekend.”

“Parker,” I groan, giving up on unpacking and tossing that pair of jeans back into my mess of a suitcase. “This is a horrible, horrible idea. I haven’t even got a tent!”

“You won’t need one,” Parker says. “I’ll make sure everything’s set up for you by the time you arrive at the campsite.”

I gesture at my suitcase. “Look at all this. I don’t have any camp-appropriate attire—”

He waves away my words. “You have until tomorrow morning to figure that out.”

“But—”

Parker grins. “You know, Ava and I have this thing for bondage. Rope, restraints…”

I rear. “You do that kind of thing? God, what am I asking—stop talking about this. Right now.”

He shrugs. “It’s great, if you’ve got the right partner—”

“Oh my God, okay,” I say loudly, tone begging for the end of this disturbing conversation. “I’ll go camping. But be prepared to take the brunt of my bitching when I’m back, and you better stock up on After Bite because mosquitos devour me.”

Parker pouts. “Poor wittle Melody and her mosquito bites.”

I smack him on the knee. “You know they turn into these insane red welts—”

“It’ll all be worth it, Mels. You’ll see,” he says, grinning at the ceiling and proud as hell of himself. “This’ll be the best thing that’s ever happened to you.” 

    

  
    
      Chapter 2 Melody


  “I feel like a proud dad, walking his kid to her first day of kindergarten.”

“Shut up,” I grumble under my breath. “I can’t wait to pay you back for this.”

Turns out, Parker wins in the stubborn department. No amount of moaning and groaning last night got this camping idea out of his head, and as we surface out onto the street from Parker’s apartment, we find Summer’s car already waiting at the curb.

It’s really a funny town, Oakwood. Its personality is a cross between devoted college football town, and docile catch-all for the much larger, surrounding coastal fishing towns. Aside from UOB, which brings in students from up and down the coast, our schools are mostly populated by kids from bordering towns who live too close to the outskirts to qualify for their own school system. Our single inn is constantly booked out by tourists who waited too long into the fishing season to get a spot anywhere else. And in the summer and holidays, the town’s population plummets to barely anything once UOB breaks, and students head home.

And though it’s named after the bay, it’s not even really set on the water. You have to drive to the very perimeter of town to get anywhere near it.

The main strip itself is all colorful doors, cobblestone sidewalks and vintage streetlights, mostly occupied by a sweet corner diner and a handful of bait and tackle shops. Parker lives right over the top of Oakley’s Pub and immediately next door to Callie’s Shop, the one and only women’s boutique in town.

This town is far from awful, to be fair. I never resented the place until ten years ago.

The dread festering in the pit of my stomach since Parker foisted this trip on me is alive and well as we near Summer’s car. With a final scowl at Parker, I hike the backpack up my shoulder and slap it on.

The bright smile. The one Connor always said made me feel warmer. More inviting.

Growing up, especially next to sunny Parker, I’d been told to perk up more times than I can remember. Connor used to work overtime trying to get me to smile. Trying to tickle me into laughter in that cutesy way of his.

Smile, Melly. It won’t kill you.

Cheer up, Melly. People are starving in other parts of the world. What do you have to be so serious about?

As if my cheerful mood would cause the heavens to open up and deliver food and water to the people who need it. It’s not like I’m perpetually upset. I just don’t see why I have to walk around with a beauty queen smile if I don’t particularly feel like giving one.

It seems to work now, though. Summer returns my grin, appraising me and Parker from the driver’s side window of her car.

“I can’t believe my eyes. Oakwood Bay, blessed with both Woods twins after all these years. Better batten down the hatches.”

I haven’t seen her in nearly nine months, not since Christmas, but Summer doesn’t look any different. The dark hair that hits just above her shoulders in a collection of messy waves. The tiny silver hoop piercing her nose.

The breadth of her smile as she leaves her car to pull me into a bone-crushing hug before pulling back to get a look at me.

“You going to church or something?”

“Oh, come on.” I look down at myself. “Do people wear leggings to church these days?”

“Couldn’t tell you. But I bet you’d see plenty of these sweaters in the pews.” She pinches my sleeve, feeling the fabric. “What is this, cashmere? You’re wearing this camping?”

I smooth a hand down my front. Summer’s wearing a pair of leggings and scrunched-up socks with a baggy sweatshirt that makes her look like she just walked off the set of an ancient Jane Fonda workout video. Mostly, though, she looks a hell of a lot comfier than me and my fitted cashmere top.

I can admit my sweater collection is lacking. But I moved back home for the sole purpose of saving money for my own place in the city. I don’t exactly have extra cash to spend on camp attire.

So, the so-called church outfit it is.

Summer nudges Parker by way of hello before hopping back into her car. My brother takes me by the shoulders and wheels me to the passenger door, like I am indeed a reluctant kindergartener.

“So, it’s true, then? You’re really back?” Summer asks as I slide into the seat beside her, letting Parker shut the door behind me.

“For now,” I say with a breath. “Just until I find a job that lets me afford to move back to the city alone.”

“What happened to the guy you were with?”

“He dumped her to fuck his way through a boys’ trip to South America,” Parker says promptly, dropping my backpack into the back seat. He taps the roof of the car, looking pleased as punch with himself despite the death glare I’m sending his way. “Have a good time, kids.”

Summer watches him saunter down the sidewalk, back to the nondescript blue door leading up to his apartment. “He broke up with you? When did that happen?”

I drop the coffee I brought for Summer into a cup holder, shaking up the green juice in my own travel bottle for no other reason than to buy myself time. I don’t care what Parker says. This is utterly humiliating. I’d been so proud of my life, proud that I managed to make it in another city on my own when everyone I knew stuck around Oakwood.

But I didn’t make it, did I?

I’m back here, with barely a penny to my name. With nothing but a few suitcases full of clothes that I didn’t even buy myself, because I’d been constantly spoiled by the man who’s now left me with hardly anything.

“He broke up with me a month ago, right before his trip,” I tell Summer, as she fires up the engine and pulls us away from the curb. “I’ve been staying at our place—his place—while looking for my own. And then it became clear I couldn’t afford to live alone, so… here I am.”

“You didn’t have any friends you could crash with?”

Apparently not. There’d been nothing more sobering than getting those couple of texts the week of my breakup. My request for a round of drinks with the women in our circle was met with apologetic yet firm denials, considering how awkward it would be to meet up with me now that Connor and I were no longer together.

I still haven’t stopped shaking up my juice. The sound of sloshing liquid fills the car, hopefully sufficiently drowning out the tremble in my voice as the sting of those texts hits me all over again. “After some reflection, it turned out all my friends in the city are actually his friends. That would have been a little awkward.”

“I’m sorry, Mels,” Summer says with a sympathetic wince. “I remember that grey area after my last break up, trying to divvy up the friend group between me and my ex. It took a while to figure out, but everyone landed where it made sense in the end. I even inherited a couple I thought for sure would side with him, and he got my college roommate in the swap. I’m sure they’ll surprise you.”

Shake, shake, shake.

“No,” I mutter, fixating on the pickup truck overtaking us in the next lane. “I mean that every single one of them started out as his friend, and it’s staying that way. I lost touch with my college friends a while ago.”

Summer tips her head, hair swinging to one side as she follows the up and down trajectory of my bottle before settling back on the road. “Really? What happened?”

“A couple of them moved back across the country after graduation. Connor wasn’t a fan of the rest of them. There were a couple of nights where I went overboard with the cocktails during happy hour.”

I’ll never forget the sheer disappointment in Connor’s face the night I came home teetering in my four-inch heels after a glorious night out with my girlfriends. The mortification I felt when he pointed out I was slurring my words. It culminated in a painful, lengthy lecture the next morning about making sure we surrounded ourselves with trustworthy, responsible friends who wouldn’t let me embarrass myself that way. When I pointed out he was suggesting I drift away from my only friends within a three-hour radius, he folded me into his own circle with the women who’d all go on to side with him in the breakup.

“Did you not have any friends from work, then?” Summer asks now.

I shake my head. “The job he got me was completely remote.”

I can feel Summer’s eyes on me, but when I chance a glance, I find her focused on the road with a small pull to her eyebrows.

“It’s so weird hearing you say all this, Mels. I’ve listened to Parker rant about him for years, but whenever you mentioned Connor, it was all glowing reviews. But everything was on his terms, huh?”

Shake, shake, shake.

Was it?

I eye the road ahead of us, thinking back. Connor always had a vested interest in my life. Made sure I had a good job, was eating well. He spoiled me with my entire wardrobe. Sure, maybe his hobbies became my hobbies. Maybe his friends became my friends.

But isn’t that normal? He was my boyfriend, after all. It’s completely normal to get wrapped up in a relationship, especially over six years.

So, why don’t you miss him, you heartless wench?

We did everything together. Came up with a bucket list of the most outlandishly extravagant restaurants in the city, and picked them off one by one over the years. Travelled everywhere I ever dreamed of going, and then some. The way he smiled over at me that day hiking in Ecuador, with waterfall spray slowly drenching us, nearly tipped me off the edge of that platform.

It’s not that I’m doing okay. I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in weeks, tossing around, obsessing over this breakup and where it is I went wrong. How did I get someone like Connor, who doted on me so profusely, to walk away without a thought?

I loved him, and I lost him, and I have no idea how. I thought I’d been doing everything right to make him happy.

“What’s this about a trip to South America?” Summer draws me out of my spiral, flicking on the windshield wipers as rain starts to drizzle onto the car.

“Parker’s exaggerating—it had nothing to do with wanting to be single on a boys’ trip. He told me he wasn’t happy anymore.”

She doesn’t seem convinced. “Are his friends single?”

“One of them is. And… and the other just got dumped by his fiancée,” I admit, overheating under my sweater.

Summer doesn’t say anything. Only stares out at the road ahead of us, the thick tree line to our right, the pines sparsely dotting the land off the bay to our left. The sky above dark, threatening a downpour, reflecting every confused thought swirling in my head right now.

Shake, shake, shake.

I clear my throat, forcing a smile. “Well, if that’s really why he did it, I suppose the silver-lining is that he didn’t cheat, right?” I peer out of the window, feeling Summer’s eyes on me again. “And there’s no sense dwelling on it. We aren’t together anymore, and… I’m moving on with my life. Staying positive.”

Shake, shake, shake.

“Mels, I’m begging you—” Summer’s hand darts out from the wheel, forcing my arm still. The green juice stops sloshing at once. “What is this stuff?”

I flip open the lip and take a swig. “My breakfast. Celery juice with a shot of turmeric—Connor’s recipe. I make it fresh every morning. That juicer is the one thing of Connor’s I snuck away in the breakup.”

“How sentimental,” Summer says with a chuckle. “And there I was, stealing my ex’s comfiest sweater as a memento. I ended up tossing it into a dumpster a week later, anyway, once it stopped smelling like him.”

It didn’t occur to me once, in my days of packing, to steal something that smelled of Connor.

There’s seriously something wrong with you.

I cast back, trying to remember when Summer’s last relationship ended. Two years ago? Three? God, I really isolated myself from my life here, didn’t I? It’s the problem with coming from a small town. There’s no way to keep in touch with the people you love while successfully avoiding those you don’t want to see.

“How’s playing the field?”

“Playing the field is exhausting,” she admits. “I’ve been stuck in an endless string of bad dates. I haven’t been on a second date in months.”

I rub my face. “Is that what I’m in for?”

Her mouth pulls sympathetically. “First things first: I think you need a rebound. A fling. Quick and dirty. Get your mind off Connor and get your mojo back. It was the perfect thing to get me back into the mindset of dating, after years of monogamy.”

Into the mindset of dating. After six years of feeling like I was the center of Connor’s world, it’s a mindset I never thought I’d have to revisit. I thought we were heading for an engagement, not an out-of-the-blue break up.

We zip down the freeway, taking the familiar road to the campsite Parker and I grew up going to with our parents, the same one we’d introduced to our friends in school. The first couple of years it was the four of us, plus Zac and Summer, going a couple of times a year. Eventually, Mom and Dad weaned themselves off the trips. We thought they’d been the coolest parents, trusting us and our friends to hang out in the woods alone, without cell service for a weekend.

After a while, we realized they were just as excited to have the time for themselves. They never really grew out of their sense of adventure, even after the birth of their twins. As exhibited by the way they promptly sold everything to live out of a silver Airstream RV and travel the country, the second Parker and I graduated college.

I used to love these camping trips. Back then, they were a glorious excuse to spend an uninterrupted forty-eight hours in Zac’s company. Now?

I’m so nervous, I already have to pee. Twenty-three minutes into the two-hour drive.

“So, who’s the new guy Parker says goes on these trips with you now?” I say with a sigh, taking a sip of juice.

Summer looks around. “Who, Brooks?”

“Probably. He didn’t mention him by name.”

“Wow, I forgot you wouldn’t have met him. Brooks has been around for years now,” she says. “He played at UOB with the guys, then went to the NFL for a few years. He’s great.”

“How’s it been, being the only girl around all these guys?”

Her laugh tells me everything I need to know. “I swear, I caught myself manspreading on a date, one night. And did you know there’s such a thing as televised video game competitions? Because I do, and I’m so happy to have you back.” She flicks on her blinker and speeds into the next lane. “Other than that, it’s like having three protective brothers bodyguard you through life. Parker cheers you up, Brooks sits with you for touchy-feely chats until the sun rises, and then there’s Zac…”

My stomach plummets at hearing his name thrown around so casually. Like it’s nothing.

Then again, it is nothing for Summer. I never told her—never told anyone—what happened that night in my bedroom.

Wait up for me, he’d told me ten years ago.

I had. I’d waited up all night. Chastised myself every time I felt tears start to well after the first hour. I’d waited until the damn sun came up, and then some more in the morning, until my dad loaded up his car with my luggage and drove me out to my new school.

I’d waited because it was Zac.

Maybe we hadn’t been as close as he and Parker had been. But I was the girl who brought him four-leaf clovers for good luck. That meant something to me. And the way he’d look at me when I twirled that green stem between my fingers, I’d thought it meant something to him too.

I’d fallen for him over that ten-minute ritual. It was our thing. This little secret between us, one of the few things in life I didn’t share with my twin.

I knew there was no way he felt the same, seeing as he rarely spoke to me outside of Parker’s company. But I thought he’d at least come to care for me in other ways.

As Parker’s twin sister. His deliverer of good luck charms. Whatever.

I never thought he’d turn out to be as heartless as he’d been that night. He’d tied a piece of red rope around my wrist, sent my stupid teenaged imagination into overdrive. Told me to wait up for him. Left me hanging. And never came back.

Never sought me out or tried to explain. Ignored the one and only text I ever sent him, asking if he was okay. Nothing for ten years.

“Have you seen much of Zac since you moved?” Summer asks, eyes on the road.

“I haven’t seen him since that end of the summer party. Right before I left.”

“Then you’re in for a real treat. He’s…” She casts around looking for the right word. “Different.”

“What do you mean?”

“I like to call him the Ogre of Oakwood, which greatly pleases him,” she says with a bite of sarcasm. “He woke up one day and decided he hated everyone and everything. Bought himself this massive plot of land on the outskirts of town a few years ago, built this great big house. Spent the past few years terrorizing the good residents of Oakwood Bay with a crappy mood.”

I frown. She says all this matter-of-factly, but there’s no way it’s true. Zac Porter, hating everyone and everything?

It’s…

I think back to that deep, warm laugh, and the easy way he’d smile. The laugh lines around his eyes.

It’s not just impossible. It’s unfathomable.

Anyway, I don’t care. It took me ages, but I stopped caring about Zachary Porter a long time ago. I’m not about to resuscitate those feelings just because he’s turned into a miserable person. It’s none of my concern.

I just need to survive the weekend. Survive the next few months living with Parker.

And go back to never seeing or thinking about Zac Porter again.

    

  
    
      Chapter 3 Zac


It’s a good thing we’ve known each other for years.

That we grew up like brothers since the first time he brought me over to the Woodses. He heard me at practice talking about growing up an only child to diplomats, who shipped me off to live with Grams once they caught on that all that moving around probably wasn’t doing me much good.

As a friendless fourteen-year-old entering high school in a new town, Parker was a godsend. Maybe we’re not as close as we used to be back then. Maybe my patience with Prince Parker has waned over the years.

But if he were just about anyone else, I’d kick his ass for sticking me with set-up duty for the fifth year running of this camping trip.

It’s typical Parker.

We always hang out at his place because it’s convenient. At the bar downstairs, because it’s right there. He takes his sweet time getting to a campsite so that his tent is all set up by the time he arrives.

And I’ll say all this to his face too, if he ever decides to show up.

Tossing his sleeping bag over the blown-up air mattress he’ll be using, I’m very aware that my bad mood is misplaced. What I’m really on edge about is those painful forty-five minutes I spent in my boss’s office this morning, where he let me know, in no uncertain terms, that my newly minted title as head coach of the UOB Huskies was acquired through a wild stroke of luck.

The front office hadn’t managed to attract a new coach to fill the vacancy left when they fired my predecessor, at the end of yet another horrific season. It’s not altogether surprising that they didn’t manage to recruit someone else. Who’d want to coach a team that hasn’t won a single game in two years? We can barely recruit decent players anymore.

So, according to my boss, the only viable option was promoting me from my job as the team’s offensive coach.

But it wasn’t a reward for good behavior. Had nothing to do with the fact that I quarterbacked this team to a championship while I was a student. Nothing to do with the fact that I never considered coaching anywhere else once I graduated.

It wasn’t even a favor.

It was a matter of necessity, and he assured me he felt no sense of loyalty toward me. I had a handful of games to turn this team around, or I was out. And considering our pathetic showing in last week’s season opener, their hopes aren’t high.

I’m a few weeks off from unemployment.

I should be at home, plotting my next move. Figuring out how to squeak out a win while not a single person on the field seems to be able to catch a pass from the exceptional quarterback we’ve somehow managed to keep around after two failed years. I’m only here because Brooks somehow convinced me I was due for a distraction from work.

Outside, I listen to Brooks fumble around trying to erect his tent in the brutal wind. Right on cue, the wind picks up, flapping my own tent so loud it almost drowns out Brooks’s loud shit. When I stick my head out of the partially unzipped opening, I see his tent has tipped over on its side, the two front pegs flapping uselessly after getting ripped from the ground.

He’s a big guy, with the kind of build and long limbs that served him well during his stint in the NFL. But right now, he’s struggling to get a hold of this piece of canvas bouncing with the wind.

“You need any help, man?” I call to him.

He leaps for the edge of the tent and wrenches it to the ground, shoving a spike back into the dirt. “Got it.”

If I were an ass—which I rarely like to be, despite the shitty mood I’m usually in—I’d give him my smuggest I told you so. I sent around a text just this morning asking if we should rethink camping in this kind of weather. Besides the wind, the sky’s been threatening a torrential downpour for the past week.

No one else seemed especially concerned about it, though.

I leave Brooks to it, making myself comfortable on Parker’s air mattress. Pull out my phone only to remember there’s no cell service to speak of out here, and toss it down on the sleeping bag I’ll be using next to Parker’s mattress.

My fingers find the red, worn-out shoelace around my wrist. Twist it around compulsively. It’s becoming nearly impossible to do given how tight the thing’s become. I’ve been retying it within an inch of its flimsy life every time it’s fallen off over the past ten years.

Really, I should cut it off.

Burn it in a purging ritual, or something.

Hope it finally cleanses me of these incessant thoughts. Stops her from popping up in my head every other second.

I blow out a breath, shove the bracelet as far up under my sleeve as it’ll go. Stare at the roof of this tent until I finally hear the sound of tires crunching on the ground on the outskirt of our campground. Two car doors slamming shut.

Prince Parker blesses us with his presence at last.

“Too bad nobody warned us about the weather, huh?” I hear Summer say loudly, clearly meaning for me to hear it.

“Ah, don’t be a wimp,” Brooks replies breezily. “It’s no worse than the time we… Who’s this?”

And with those two words, our little campground is nothing but the sound of blowing wind. I sit up slowly, shoving the hair off my face.

Senses tingling.

Hair rising on the back of my neck.

“Oh,” Summer says after what feels like an eternity. “I keep forgetting you two haven’t met.”

There are goose bumps crawling up my arms, under the sleeves of my flannel.

“Hey, I’m Brooks.”

And then I realize what’s missing in this exchange. Not a single peep from Parker. He’d usually be passing judgment on our camp set up by now.

More silence. A throat clears. And then: “I’m sorry. I assumed Parker gave everyone the heads up I was coming. I’m Melody, Parker’s sister.”

Mother. Fucking. Fuck.

Like it’s got some kind of tether to her, the woman standing just feet outside the tent I’m now absolutely hiding in, the bracelet on my arm starts burning my skin. Like it needs me to know that she’s here, Melody Woods. Like I don’t remember the sound of her voice.

Like I haven’t been thinking about her—dreaming about her—for the past fourteen years of my life. The last ten of which were spent miles apart. Well, except for that one night, when we came within a handful of feet, just for a minute.

“I hope it’s okay I’m here,” Mel says. “I just moved back home for a bit, and Parker seemed to think it was a good idea. Though I did protest…”

She sounds different. Bright. Chirpy. I can hear her smile.

It’s so contrary to the girl I remember. The one who only gave out smiles when you earned them. Who scowled so good she could skewer you with a glance.

Despite my best efforts, the image of her walking out of a skyscraper pops into my head. It was dark out. Wet, the tail end of winter, slush around my feet. I’d sat in the cold for hours, just trying the build up the nerve to go in there, knock on her door. Only to see her come out holding hands with some buttoned-up guy in a peacoat and tightly wound scarf, who monologued his way down the sidewalk with her trailing just a little behind him, a flaccid smile taped on her face.

I have been desperately, pathetically, feel-nothing-unless-she’s-in-the-room in love with Melody Woods for fourteen years. I’d already been struggling hard since the day she left town, but seeing her that night fucking broke me.

Ever the gracious host, I hear Brooks stride across the campsite and picture him getting Mel into one of his suffocating hugs.

“Of course, it’s okay,” he tells her. “The more the merrier. Is Parker not coming?”

“He has a… He needed me out of his apartment for the weekend. But he said I could take over his spot in one of the tents. Which one’s his?”

No.

No.

What the fuck is he playing at—

“It’s the one right over there. Go make yourself comfortable,” Brooks tells her, oblivious to the utter fucking meltdown happening in the tent right over there.

Now it’s nothing but the sounds of wind and footsteps muffled on dirt, heading for me. I scramble off Parker’s bed—Melody’s bed because my oldest friend fucking hates me—and move toward the tent opening, heart beating uncomfortably fast. I fiddle with the zipper, get it all the way open just as the footsteps come to a stop outside.

And that’s how I find myself crawling around on hands and knees at Melody Woods’s feet.

Sounds about right.

I let my gaze rake up her body. The spotless white sneakers that look brand new. The dark leggings confirming that my memory of her perfect legs has been serving me right all these years. The fitted sweater, hugging the curve of her waist.

The way she looks down at me, blue eyes wide, lips popped open. Long blonde hair curtaining her face as she takes me in, kneeling before her. Staring up like she’s the sun, and I’m here on my knees, ready to worship it.

Mel’s mouth shapes over a word that never makes it out.

We’re still staring at each other, and I can’t tell whether her heart is about to give out too, or if it’s just me feeling all this. The pounding in my chest. The light layer of sweat building at the back of my neck, even though it sure as hell isn’t warm out, even for early September. I’m also brutally aware of the two other people taking in this wordless exchange.

“Melody.”

The sound of my voice seems to snap her out of this loaded staring contest. She takes a step back, away from me. And then another.

“I’m about to become an only child,” she mutters, but I don’t think she’s speaking to me. “I am going to kill him—”

“You and me both.”

I don’t know why I’m still kneeling on the ground. But it’s where I continue to stare as Mel throws me a look—scathing and maybe a bit afraid—and digs her phone out of her back pocket.

None of those lifeless smiles for me, I guess.

“There’s no cell service for miles, remember?”

Her eyes widen. “Are you seriously talking to me like it’s nothing right now?”

I know what she’s getting at. What she’s already accusing me of, what I know that, despite the cheery tone earlier, she’s still Melody Woods. The Melody Woods I know doesn’t let anyone off the hook when they’ve fucked up as big as I did.

And damn if I’m not aching to see her in all her no-nonsense glory. I missed it.

“How would you like me to talk to you?”

She takes another step away. “I don’t. I want you to get off your knees and help me reason with the others.”

“Reason how—”

She faces our audience of two. Brooks towering next to his tent, hands stuffed into the pocket at the front of his sweater, hood up against the wind, eyeing me curiously. Summer, arms crossed tight over her chest. Staring like she can barely believe Mel’s there, as though they haven’t just spent a two-hour car ride together.

“Are the tent assignments final?” Mel asks.

I finally rise. She doesn’t turn, and there are a good couple feet between us, but she feels me behind her and her shoulders immediately stiffen. Inch toward her ears. It stings. But I move a few steps away, giving her space.

Brooks’s gaze drifts in my direction in the wake of Mel’s question, clearly sensing the tension, though he doesn’t have any context to go off of. He raises his eyebrows.

You want a way out of this? he’s silently asking me.

Do I?

It’s clear she wants nothing to do with this sleeping arrangement. With me, altogether. But if she’s really moved home, we’re going to have to air things out.

I’m going to have to explain myself. Without the audience.

With my eyes on Brooks, I shake my head.

“Ours is final,” he announces. “Isn’t that right, Sum?”

“We can—”

“Nope,” he cuts her off and throws an arm around her shoulders. Gives her an obnoxiously cheerful smile. “I’ve got my heart set on you, hun. You know Zac’s a terrible spooner.”

Summer immediately shrugs off his arm, giving him a funny look. Thankfully, she doesn’t argue.

“Well, that’s settled, then,” I say, clapping my hands together. Quietly, I add: “Looks like you’re stuck with me, Clover.”

“Don’t call me that.”

She mutters it under her breath, only for me to hear. Doesn’t even look at me. But she doesn’t need to. The hushed disdain in her voice conveys exactly how much she means it. That the nickname no one’s ever used but me isn’t going to fly anymore.

I deserve that, after what I did to her. The way I left her that night. The way I never reached out, didn’t go to her until I finally cracked, five years later. Five years ago. Only to find her holding hands with him. The lucky fucker who was smart enough to see what he had in front of him. Who didn’t screw it up.

I don’t deserve to use that nickname.

Mel’s shoulders rise all the way with the force of her inhale. “Okay.” She nods, head turning to survey the campsite before her. “Okay, I guess this is happening.”

Hitching her backpack up over her shoulder, she swerves past me and disappears into our tent. The rest of us stare at each other in dumb silence. If it wasn’t for the quiet rustling behind me, I’d put money on a mutual hallucination.

I converge on Summer, and I’m so focused on her face that I don’t notice the firepit until I’m stumbling into it, almost losing my footing. Brooks snickers, but I don’t have it in me to care.

“What the hell, Summer?” I say tightly, peeking over my shoulder to check Mel’s safely tucked into our tent. This won’t be a fully private conversation, but the wind is loud enough to give us some coverage. “How do you just spring this on me? On—on all of us.”

Brooks looks at me curiously. “You know her?”

“Yeah, she was… She’s Parker’s twin. We were all in the same grade.”

“I didn’t think you’d mind if she came,” Summer says, scanning me. “You’re always asking for news about her.”

She’s exaggerating. I only ask once in a while.

Every couple days, when not knowing how she’s doing starts to feel unbearable.

“You look like you’re verging on some kind of aneurysm,” Summer tells me now. “Anything you need to tell us?”

What do I need to tell them?

Last time I saw her, she made a move on me and I fumbled it.

I haven’t spoken to her since I left her that night.

I still haven’t figured out how to stop thinking about her.

My life started with the first four-leaf clover Mel Woods ever handed me, and it ended the day she left town. And now…

“I’m sharing a tent with her,” I say to Summer. “I haven’t seen her in ten years. Don’t I get a little sympathy?”

“Sympathy for what?” Summer asks, rolling her eyes. “She’s having a rough go of it right now. She just got out of a relationship—”

Hold up.

I narrow my eyes. “What does that mean, she just got out of a relationship?”

Summer gives me an odd look. “It means she was recently broken up with,” she enunciates, like I’m some kind of moron.

I don’t blame her. My brain does seem to be short-circuiting. Because… he dumped her?

He actually dumped Melody Woods?

Is he insane?

“She’s trying to get back on her feet after a bad relationship, dealing with some controlling stuff she doesn’t seem to have wrapped her head around yet,” Summer goes on. “You want to talk about sympathy, then you go and give that some thought.”

“Controlling? What do you mean?”

Right on cue, the tent behind us flaps open and we turn to watch Melody crawl out, unfurl herself as she stands. Hair catching in the wind, fluttering behind her and looking so whimsically beautiful I feel some of the tension in my shoulders start to ebb. She gives a big, restless sigh, eyes taking in the campsite.

God, I fucking missed her. The rare sound of her laugh, the shape of her eyes.

I missed her scowl. The one she gives when you’ve royally annoyed her. The one that looks like she’s on the verge of your murder, unless you know to look for that little twitch in the corner of her mouth, telling you she’s only trying to get a rise out of you. To see if you can keep up.

I missed her looking at me without this veil of disappointment. Of distrust. Resentment. Like she wishes I were anywhere but here in front of her.

And then, with another deep breath, she staples a smile on her face. It doesn’t reach her eyes.

“I think this calls for a drink,” she announces, planting her hands on her hips. “Any chance I can snag a beer off someone?”

I stare at her dumbly. I’m so stunned by the renewed sound of her voice, this voice I’ve craved for ten years, that Brooks is already halfway to the cooler before I recover.

“Thank you,” she tells him, cracking open the can he offers. “I completely blanked on bringing anything for myself. This is what happens when you’re basically sober for six years.”

“You’re sober?” Summer asks, watching with alarm as Mel tips the can to her lips and takes a long sip, then winces as she swallows.

“No, I’m not. It was part of Connor’s whole healthy living thing. My ex-boyfriend,” she clarifies for Brooks’s benefit. “Rule number two: no drinking your calories.”

What the fuck?

“Pardon me?” Summer says sharply. We exchange a look. She looks just as disturbed as I feel.

Mel clears her throat, deepens her voice, makes it go a little lofty. “‘It’s a waste of calories, Melly. You don’t need it.’” She gives a weak smile. “That’s not exactly what he sounds like, but you get the picture.”

Brooks gives Mel an up and down. “I’m not a nutrition expert or anything, but you don’t look like you need to be counting your calories. What was rule number one?”

She shrugs so nonchalantly I know instantly I’m going to hate whatever she’ll say next. Not just because it’s already clear this ex was a controlling motherfucker. But because she doesn’t even seem fazed by it. Like he’s robbed her of all fight. Everything that made her her.

“Rule number one: stick to the meal plan. It was our thing. Working out, staying healthy.”

“And did he follow a meal plan?” Brooks asks, tone suggesting he already senses the answer.

Mel rubs her lips together, seemingly stumped by his question. “I gained a few pounds a few years back,” she says slowly, picking through her words. “I got hooked on these salted caramel cupcakes from a bakery across the street. He said… he was concerned about my health.”

So, he put her on a bullshit meal plan under the guise of mutual healthy living, and conveniently never took her off it?

That motherfucking fucker.

I’m properly seething. Rage boiling the content of my stomach. Making me sick. But mostly, making me want to commit a crime.

My fingers twitch toward my pocket like they expect to find keys there. Like I was the one who drove here today, and I can climb into my car and race to the city just to deck that sleazy piece of—

“Mels, you’re tiny,” Summer says delicately.

Melody swallows so hard I can see her throat move from where I stand across the campsite. Her eyes dart around the space between us, like she’s seeing things that aren’t there. Putting puzzle pieces together. Arms wrapped around her middle, looking so small and fragile.

The silence is heavy. Brooks shoots me a look from where he’s standing next to her, and I’m aching to trade places with him. I want to wrap her in my arms, make her smile for real. Tell her everything will be okay, and then spend the rest of my life proving I was right.

Mel takes another tentative sip of her beer. “I think I need to stop talking about this now.”

Like me, Summer seems to have grown roots from her toes. Shocked into silence and into place by the horrifying direction this conversation has turned. I widen my eyes at Brooks, and it’s a mark of the depth of our decade-long friendship that he seems to know exactly what I’m asking of him.

He lays a hand on Melody’s shoulder and squeezes. “Then let’s stop talking about it. What do you feel like doing? Pound our entire supply of alcohol in one sitting? Go for a swim? The wind’s pretty bad, but we should be okay if we stick close to shore.”

Mel closes her eyes a moment, inhaling deep through her nose, centering herself. “You know what I want? Food. I want to fall face-first into every single calorie I never got to have.”

“You’ve come to the right place,” I tell her without thinking. “The way Brooks packs for these trips, you’ll make up for it within the hour.”

Melody’s gaze skims the tree line behind me, as though she didn’t hear a word over the wailing wind. But her hand tightens around her beer can.

“I can confirm that’s true,” Brooks says, kneeling to throw open his cooler. “Should we try to start a fire?”

    

  
    
      Chapter 4 Melody


  “One fully loaded cheeseburger, with extra pickles on the side.”

Shit.

I stare at the paper plate Brooks deposits on my lap. For a cheeseburger thrown together in the middle of a campsite, over an open flame, it looks amazing. Orange cheddar oozing down the sides, the whole thing piled so high with layers of bacon and pickles and caramelized onions he had pre-prepared.

Summer was right. This guy is awesome.

“This looks fantastic,” I say, beaming at Brooks. “Thank you.”

Truly, this burger is the stuff dreams are made of, especially in the wake of my sickening revelation.

Connor had always been a doting boyfriend since the very first date. Showered me with love, affection, and gifts. Told me all the time how beautiful I was. How much he cared. How he wanted me to do well, how we’d spend the rest of our lives together.

He’d always been keen on his own wellness. He took great care of his body, ate well, worked out. At the time, I’d been convinced setting me up with a meal plan and workout regimen meant he cared. That he wanted this to be our thing.

I spent years thinking nothing of his obsession with my diet. And then I saw the three dumbfounded faces staring back at me earlier.

Well, two dumbfounded faces.

The third looked like it was one wrong word away from going scorched earth on anyone who got too close. But I’m not thinking about Zac.

I’m not looking at Zac.

Not seeing how round and full his shoulders are, even under layers of clothes.

You know those people who peak in high school? Zac isn’t one of them.

He’s tall, and solid. Deep brown hair so perfectly tousled in all this wind. The familiar straight jaw, brown eyes like soft caramel. The laugh lines around his eyes, deep and worn-in like smiling is his favorite thing to do. It always had been.

If Zac Porter wasn’t Zac Porter, I’d let him destroy my life. Ruin my credit rating.

But I’m not feeling anything at all about the man kneeling by the fire a few feet away from me, dressing his own cheeseburger.

Instead, I fix my eyes on the plate in my lap. Trying to figure out how much of a massive, inconsiderate bitch I’d be if I told Brooks that I’m brutally lactose intolerant.

So lactose intolerant, I’m even afraid of smelling this cheese.

But he’s gone out of his way to put together this dinner for me. And he was so sweet earlier, when he cooked a totally overzealous lunch once I made my demand for calories.

And here I am, ungrateful, thinking about throwing this gesture back in his face.

The length of my breath is half-galvanizing, half-stalling tactic. But before I can reach for my burger, fully intending to suck it up and quietly suffer the consequences deep in the woods with nothing but the moon and crickets as witnesses, the plate vanishes from my lap.

A new one appears, near identical. The tall burger, the stack of extra pickles. No cheese oozing off the sides.

By the time I register what’s happened, Zac is already planted in the canvas chair next to mine, taking a massive, nonchalant bite from the cheese-filled burger he just plucked off my lap. As though it were perfectly normal that he’d remember my severe dairy intolerance, after all this time.

I should be grateful, but I can’t help the twinge of bitterness. We haven’t spoken a word to each other all day. Not since those tense few seconds by the tent, when it became clear I’d be spending the weekend asleep at his side.

Maybe Connor was the last man to break my heart. But Zac? He taught me the meaning of heartbreak.

And now he’s here. So self-assured, and staggeringly attractive. Making me cheese-less burgers as though nothing happened between us. As though the memory of that night only exists in the deepest, darkest part of my brain where I’ve forced it to live for a decade.

No longer feeling the least bit hungry, I force myself to dial back into the conversation around the campfire.

“So, he’s already sitting at our table by the time I make it to the restaurant,” Summer is saying. “And—”

“He didn’t pick you up for your date?” Brooks interrupts, pulling a face. He’s sitting with his hood drawn up against the wind, covering his dark cropped hair, the soft light from our fire bouncing off his face.

“I’ve been on so many bad dates lately, I prefer to have my own getaway car at the ready. So, I sit and he gives me the whole up-and-down, and tells me I look amazing, even better than I do in my dating app photos.”

“So far, so good,” Brooks says, biting into his burger.

“So far, so good,” Summer agrees. “But then he says—and I quote—‘thank God I beat off before coming here.’”

Brooks chokes on his burger.

“What?” I say, gaping at her. “What do you even say to that?”

“Well, he spared me from answering by adding: ‘don’t worry, I was thinking about you.’”

The sip of water Brooks had just taken blows out of his mouth, spraying into the fire. Summer passes him a napkin. “At that point, I just got up and left.”

“This is why I don’t date,” Brooks groans. “It’s the wild, wild west out there.”

I sink into my seat. If Brooks is right and Summer’s stories are a real glimpse of what’s out there, I might join him in the land of no dating.

For the thousandth time since that last conversation with Connor, I’m hit with all-consuming dread. I never thought I’d be back here. Starting out again after six years. Left with barely anything, because I relied on Connor for so much. He made sure of it, hadn’t he?

“I’m sure it’s different for guys,” Summer tells Brooks soothingly.

“Is it? Because Naomi—”

“Naomi was a status-starved jerk, and you’re better off without her.”

Beside me, Zac heaves a deep sigh. I find him staring grimly into the fire. Summer was right. He hasn’t cracked a smile all day. It’s… unsettling.

Not that I care.

“Who’s Naomi?” I ask, picking up a pickle from my plate.

“His college sweetheart,” Summer supplies. “She broke up with him after…” she trails off, eyeing Brooks, who’s sat back in his chair to glare at the dark sky.
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