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For I know the plans I have for you,” says the LORD. “They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.

Jeremiah 29:11




Without Jesus, nothing is possible. I dedicate this to my wonderful Lord and savior who has been with me every step of the way.




To my fiancé, thanks for always encouraging me to pursue my dreams.
  



















Prologue




Paige glanced around her apartment and shook her head. She was desperate for a solution, but the one being presented to her wasn’t exactly what she was expecting.

“Paige, are you listening? It’s vital that you don’t tell anyone where you’re going.”

“I can’t just disappear, Drew. I’ve a job here, I can’t just quit; there are responsibilities. Besides, I’m still paying for this apartment, and how am I supposed to move all my things without letting anyone know I’m leaving?”

Andrew leaned forward, his elbows resting on his legs.

“Take only one suitcase; pack only the things you need. Then tell everyone you know that you’re going on a holiday.”

“One suitcase,” she mumbled, then sighed and skimmed her fingers down the arm of her beige colored couch. “And my work? I can’t just leave and not turn up. They would need to find someone else to replace my classes.”

“Tell only your boss. Explain your situation to her, tell her she’ll have to give you a week to disappear. After that, she can find a replacement and tell everyone who asks that you’ve decided to quit your job and get a fresh start somewhere else. Summer semester is ending, you can leave right after that.”

Paige twisted the ring around her index finger and watched the lights flicker off the crystals surrounding the light pink flower. She could feel Andrew’s eyes on her, waiting for her to make a decision. She closed her eyes, but her mind was in a complete blank.

She had no idea what she should do.

She’d worked so hard to build her life here; she didn’t want to be forced away.

Then again, she hadn’t had much of a life in the past three years.

She dropped her head back and sighed. It was too difficult a choice to make.

So, she did the one thing she knew couldn’t go wrong—trusting her brother. “You’re sure this is the best solution?”

“No, but I think you need to leave.”

She looked up at her stepbrother, watching his eyes as he studied her. “I’m so sorry.” Whatever she was going through was nothing compared with what he had already gone through.

Andrew had just returned from Afghanistan weeks ago, after having half of his left leg amputated. The doctors had recently fitted Andrew with his new prosthetic leg. He should be concentrating on his rehabilitation, on getting better. 

Yet here he was, fixing her problem.

“For what? This is what big brothers do.” He cracked a smile. “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. You, on the other hand, look like you need a break.”

With her palms clamped together, she pressed her index fingers against her lips. 

“Leave this place. Get a new start,” Andrew urged.

She drew in a slow, deep breath then nodded, dropping her hands. “All right. Tell me what to do.”

“Find a place to go and get yourself a place to stay. Preferably, a small town; small enough to know whenever a newcomer arrives. That way, you’ll know if someone follows after you. I’ll get you a new laptop and a new cell phone. When you’re ready to leave, I’ll meet you out of town to pass them to you.”

“What should I bring?”

“Some clothes and whatever stuff you can’t live without. You can buy the rest after you’ve settled down.”

“Do I tell mom? What should I say?”

“You just concentrate on things here. I’ll settle things with mom. You do not call her until you get your new phone from me, understand?”

All Paige could do was nod. 

“It’ll be all right.” Andrew held her hand firmly and looked her right in the eyes. “Everything will be all right.”

“How long will I need to run?” She could see his jaws tightening. 

Andrew took in a deep breath and said, “I don’t know. But I promise I’ll be there for you whenever you need me.” He paused, then continued after a small sigh. “You know what, look at it as a chance for a fresh start. Don’t worry too much. For now, we’ll take it one step at a time. Choose where you want to go. I’ll take care of the rest for you.”

This was her only choice, there wasn’t any other way out; not if she wanted to keep her sanity.
  



















Chapter One




Paige walked, circling her house, looking up at the new ash gray tiles on her roof. As she turned back to the front of the house, she smiled with a nod and handed the check that she’d stuffed in her back pocket over to the supervisor.

“Thanks, Matt.”

“You’re welcome. Let me know if there’s any problem.”

Paige nodded again as the rest of Matt’s staff went trotting down the small, stony steps, heading back toward their truck.

“Aah, I almost forgot,” Matt said, reaching into a large black duffle bag containing his tools. “I have something for you.” He took out a white box and gave it to her. “It’s nothing expensive, just something for your house.”

Paige’s eyebrows lifted as she took the box. “Thanks, you didn’t have to. Should I open it now?”

“Go ahead.”

She opened the box and pulled out a simple wooden cross. Pursing her lips to stop herself from giggling, she looked up at Matt and asked, “You don’t believe the house is haunted, do you?”

Matt broke into a sheepish grin. “I saw your necklace, thought it’d be a nice housewarming gift. Besides, it’s better to mark the house as God’s than whatever else that may or may not be out there.”

Paige reached for the necklace, her finger playing with the cross pendant.

Her mother had given the necklace to her when she turned 18, and she was only wearing it out of habit.

She wasn’t sure what her stand was with God.

She grew up in a staunch family, but the unanswered prayers over the past three years had changed things. She couldn’t help but think that God had forgotten her and she had somewhat given up on God as well.

Still, it was sweet of Matt.

“You’re right. Thanks. I’ll get it on the door once I can find a hammer and a nail.”

“I’ve got them. I’ll help you put it up.” Matt bent over and dug into his bag without waiting for Paige’s reply.

“Sure.” She placed the cross into the supervisor’s hand and watched him hurry over to her door.

“Is this okay?” He placed the cross in the middle of the door. “Is it slanted?”

“Nope. It looks great.”

He made a mark and hammered the nail in before placing the cross back in position. “Done.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, if you need anything else, let me know.”

“I will,” she said. “Thanks again for the cross.” 

“No problem.”

She waved goodbye as Matt returned to his truck and waited until he pulled out of the street before turning back to look at her house.

She doubted there would be any issues with the workmanship. Both the painting and roof tiling company came with great recommendations from her elderly neighbor, Mr. Seymour. 

Mr. Seymour had a form of quiet dignity and seemed like a trustworthy old man.

She stepped toward the house with a small smile.

There was no longer a light sheen on the newly painted panes of her house. Matte white panes now stood in front of her, replacing the dirty yellow color that was accompanied by numerous dark gray cracks.

New windows, with ash gray borders, and new dark brown doors made her house safe and livable.

Now, after four days, the crumbling muddy roof tiles had also been changed to a new set of ash gray tiles. 

From the outside, the house looked like a cute, little cottage. That was one of the draws that made her buy the house. Even in its dilapidated state, she could see how nice it could look.

It was the right choice in getting the spray painters for the external walls. It would’ve taken her forever to do it herself. Though it did cost her some money, she did some calculations and realized it would have been more expensive to stay at the hotel in Cheyenne while she worked on repainting it.

She jogged up the front steps to her door and looked up at the cross.

There was so much she wanted to say, to ask, but she didn’t know where to start. She sighed softly, unlocked the door, and stepped into the house.

Everything on the outside looked new and wonderful.

The inside was another story.

The owners of the house had cleaned it up before she viewed it, but the neglect to the house was obvious.

Inside, the wallpapers were outdated and peeling. All sorts of graffiti, ranging from pen marks to spray paints, coated the different walls. 

All that remained in the house was falling apart as well.

The realtor assured her that the foundations and walls were structurally safe even though it hadn’t had an occupant for over ten years.

But with all the work she would have to do, she was ready to leave.

That was until she heard the price.

She had done her research on the average selling price of houses in the area, compared to the apartment she had in New York, the prices were significantly cheaper. 

The price, however, was too good to be true.

So she finally asked the question she should’ve asked right from the start. What was wrong with the house that left it unsold for over ten years?

The answer wasn’t exactly music to the ears. 

Fifteen years ago, a lady committed suicide in the house. A year after that, the couple who moved in complained of seeing things and basically abandoned the house after a few months. Since then, the rumors had spiraled out of control and the house had become the town’s infamous haunted house.

The reputation itself was enough to keep potential buyers at bay.

Its location—being perched on the edge of town, with only another house on the street and its backyard leading to the forest—didn’t help.

Fortunately for the owners, she wasn’t one of those buyers.

After what she’d been through in the past three years, she’d come to learn that the real evil in the world wasn’t the boogeyman who hid in closets or under beds.

She thought about it for another fifteen minutes, with the realtor quickly shaving another few thousand off the price.

Still, she wanted to run some calculations.

She went back to her hotel room, did some research and came up with an estimation of how much it would cost her to fix up the house before calling the realtor back with an offer.

After nearly a month in Pine Bluffs, she finally settled all the necessary paperwork for the house. 

She took out her cell phone from her bag and recorded the latest payment while running through the figures of all that she had spent in her head, making sure she hadn’t exceeded her budget.

With the new house and car, a house loan in New York, and all the work she’d need to do for the house, she had to be careful with her spendings.

Leaving her door open, Paige got out of the house and down the stony steps to her car. She opened up the rear door and stared at the bags of things she’d stuffed in there.

“Need help with that?”

Paige jumped and turned around to see her neighbor, Victor Seymour. The corner of his lips inched up slightly as if he was trying to conceal a grin. 

“Didn’t mean to scare you.”

She sighed, relieved. “It’s not your fault, I get shocked easily.”

“That’s true.”

She grimaced and shoved her hands into the pocket of her jeans. “Sorry. I’m fine, though. Thanks for offering.”

The few times that Paige had been out in town, walking around to familiarize herself with the area, she was approached by several different people. All of them greeted her zealously, but few minutes into the conversations, it was clear that things wouldn’t be as easy as she’d hoped.

She tried to be friendly with everyone who had come up to her, but she hated having to dodge all the questions about her past. The only thing she could do was to avoid conversations altogether by keeping out of sight.

The Seymours were the only ones who hadn’t tried to pry information out of her. They welcomed her to town, gave her a bag of muffins, and told her to ask if she needed any help. Mr. Seymour chatted with her for a while then, when asked, suggested the two companies she could work with.

“The house looks good.”

“Only on the outside. I’m thinking of painting up the rooms on my own. I’ve already bought the paints.”

“How about the pipes in the house? The bathroom? Kitchen cabinets?”

“I’m thinking of heading down to Cheyenne and find someone tomorrow.”

“Why not get someone in town? It’ll be much cheaper than whatever they have to offer there.”

Paige gave him a small smile. “Sounds like you have someone you’d like to recommend.”

“I do, actually.” He grinned. “I came out here to talk to you about that. My friend’s son, Travis. He got fired a few months back, wife’s pregnant, so he’d been picking up work to do. He’s good and honest. If you’re looking for someone to work on your house, you should get him; he knows what he’s doing.”

“You know him personally?” Paige asked.

“Yes, watched him grow up.”

“He’s always lived here?”

The second question brought a slight furrowing of brows from Mr. Seymour. “Yes. Don’t worry, I can vouch for him.”

She gave Mr. Seymour a wry smile. “It isn’t that. I just,” she paused for a moment, licking her lips, “I just prefer to work with someone who isn’t a complete stranger.”

“I understand. Do you want his number? You can meet up with him before making any decisions. Don’t hire him just because I asked, all right?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Mr. Seymour reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of folded paper. 

“Thank you.” 

He waved it off and said, “Now, let me help.” He took a step forward and looked into the car. Then he glanced up the driveway that led right up to the open space in front of her house. “Why won’t you drive the car up front? Then you don’t have to carry all the things up the slope.”

Paige grimaced, she was hoping Mr. Seymour wouldn’t notice.

She loved the rocky steps on the green grass patch right beside the road and didn’t want to risk ruining them. “I haven’t driven in a while, my driving skills are…rusty. I’m afraid I can’t reverse the car back down without destroying something.”

“If you trust an old man, I can drive it up, unload your things, and return your car right back here.”

She handed Mr. Seymour the keys without a second thought. “I’ll be extremely grateful if you do.”

Paige climbed back up the stony path and watched Mr. Seymour maneuver the car with ease. As she looked on, she reminded herself to set a time to practice her driving, and most importantly, her parking.

“Your car is complicated.”

“Tell me about it. My brother said I should get all those gizmos since my driving skills are so fantastic.” 

Mr. Seymour laughed and proceeded to help her unload her things, carrying them into her living room. 

For an old man, Mr. Seymour was rather strong. He carried the three-gallon water bottle without much effort, moving the three bottles without any complaints.

She tried to carry as many of the bags as possible so that she didn’t have to trouble Mr. Seymour anymore than needed.

“Is the electricity and water up?” 

“Yes, I got my fridge and microwave. But the bathroom isn’t in the best condition.”

“That brings me to the next reason for coming out here. Celia says to use our bathroom if you need to, and she’d like to invite you over for dinner tonight,” he said. “Don’t send me back with a ‘no’, because she’ll send me right out to ask you again before coming here on her own to force you to have dinner with us.”

Paige chuckled softly. She looked over at all the things she’d bought. “I don’t have anything to bring over.”

“Bring yourself. There’s no need to bring anything, she always cooks way too much.”

She smiled, hesitating for a moment.

“She’s a great chef.”

Paige laughed softly. “Okay, I’ll be there.”




Justin sat beside Amy while Travis helped her with the dishes. He got up and leaned against the kitchen counter, taking in the modern look of the house. 

Though Travis was still living in the house that his father had left him, he’d made significant changes to it.

The white wallpaper with the ugly green leaf motifs had been removed and his walls were now plain white. 

Most of the furniture in the room were different as well. 

“So, Justin, Travis says you’re flipping houses?” Amy asked.

He nodded and took another mouth of his beer. “Yeah, I was in Cheyenne, so I thought I’ll drop by and pay a visit.”

“And how are you doing?”

“Good.”

Amy titled her head slightly and narrowed her eyes. “Really? You disappeared for nearly a decade. Now, you’re back in your nice clothes and a pocket full of cash, but still look as unhappy as ever.”

He peered over at his arm and wondered what was so nice about his clothes. He had a batch of them made a while back and had been wearing them since. It was probably time to get some new ones.

Looking back at the petite ginger hair Amy, with a belly that was too huge a burden for a woman her size to handle, his lips curled up. “Who says I’m unhappy. Like you said, I’ve a pocket full of cash.”

“Then I guess you’ve found out that money doesn’t buy happiness. And you have to stop offering money to Travis.”

“Treat it as advance payment. I have my eyes on a few houses in Cheyenne and I’ll need help.”

“Then pay me when I start working. I don’t believe in advances,” Travis interrupted.

Justin raised his hand up in peace. “Fine, just let me know if you guys need anything.”

“Don’t worry about us. There’s someone new in town. She bought the haunted house and Mr. Seymour recommended my service. She already gave me a call just now, I’m supposed to head over to meet her after dinner.”

“Someone bought the haunted house?” he asked, his curiosity over the courageous woman peaked.

“Oh, I want to show you the ultrasound scan of our twins!” Amy pushed herself off the seat and immediately, both Justin and Travis moved over to help.

“I’ll get that,” Travis said.

It was nice to see his two friends together.

He’d known Travis and Amy since they were kids. They were the only ones in the neighborhood who didn’t shun or look down on him.

Amy waved Travis off. “It’s all right. I can’t be sitting around all day. You guys talk.”

“She shouldn’t be walking at all,” Justin said after he was sure Amy couldn’t hear him.

“Try getting her to listen to that.”

“So, the haunted house?”

Travis grinned. “Right, some woman. Paige Watson. Told her I’ll swing by after dinner. From what I know of the house, there’ll be plenty of work to do.”

Before Justin could reply, a yelp came from the stairs and they hurried over to see Amy sitting on the steps.

“Did you fall?” Travis asked as he sprinted up the stairs, conquering three steps in one stride, then help Amy to her feet.

“I slipped. I’m fine, I think.”

“We’re going to the hospital.”

“But you’re supposed to go to the haunted house,” Amy said.

Justin saw Travis hesitate. “I’ll go. You bring her to the hospital.”

Travis looked over at him and nodded. “Thanks.” Helping Amy into his truck, Travis handed Justin the house keys. “Thanks, Just.”

“Go.”

After locking up, Justin drove toward the haunted house in his truck. He was intending to join Travis on the trip anyway. He wanted to see for himself the woman brave enough to take over the infamous haunted house of Pine Bluffs.

The weather appeared to be helping him set the scene for his revisit. The dark clouds that had been hovering over the town started pouring, and along with the strong wind, the heavy drops pelted against his car’s window.

It would be an interesting night. 

His lips turned into a wide grin as he thought about the house.

One of the stupid things he’d done with Travis when they were young was to dare each other to go into the house. They always went in together, only to dash out of it soon after. 

He didn’t believe in ghost, but gossips and an overactive mind were more than enough to freak two kids out.

And it wasn’t just them.

With all the graffiti he had seen inside, there were plenty of stupid kids around.

Laughing to himself, he figured Travis was right. There would be work for him there.

He drove into the street he was once so familiar with, moving past the Seymours’ house and continuing toward his destination. A Subaru Forester blocked off the slope leading up to the house. He frowned, wondering why the owner didn’t just park her car right outside the house or at least park it further up so that others could do so.

He was tempted to press on the horn and get the owner to move her car, but he didn’t think Travis would appreciate him being rude to his potentially big client. 

With a frustrated groan, he parked his car behind the Forester and ran up the slope to the house. 

Getting wet didn’t bother him much, but he was peeved with how inconsiderate the owner was, especially since she was expecting someone to come over.

He suppressed his annoyance and knocked on the door, all the while standing under the small, pathetic shelter that didn’t do much good in keeping the rain from him.

After knocking for a few times with no answer, he peered through the window into the well-lit house. But there didn’t seem to be anyone inside.

Even before actually meeting the owner, he was ready to leave.

But it wasn’t his job. 

Travis needed the money and he wasn’t going to screw it up for him. 

Taking out his phone, he called Travis for Paige’s number. He tugged on his drenched shirt that was sticking to his body and fanned it while he called Paige. “Paige Watson? I’m outside your house,” he said curtly.

There was a slight confusion on the other end of the line and Justin realized that Travis hadn’t informed Paige about sending someone else over. “I’m Justin, Justin Doyle. Travis’s wife slipped and fell. They’re on their way to the hospital now, so he sent me over instead.”

Paige repeated his name and he could hear it being repeated again in the background. 

He sighed, frustrated with the further delay. Then, he heard a familiar voice on the line telling him that Paige was next door and he should head over to join them for dessert.

The sudden change of events lightened his mood.

He looked out at the rain and shrugged. He was already drenched anyway. 

Tucking his head, he headed out toward the Seymours’ house. 

“Justin?”

He squinted through the rain as he heard his name. Between the downpour and the wind that was whipping the rain right into his eyes each time he tried to open them, he couldn’t see who it was. All he saw was some red moving closer toward him.

He continued dashing forward as he heard his name again, this time, nearer to him.

The first thing he saw was her light ember eyes that were brightened by the dark chocolate hair flying around in the wind. 

She held a red umbrella in her hand, even as she struggled against the wind, and smiled broadly at him. “Justin?” She stepped closer with her arm raised and held the umbrella over him. “Gosh, you’re all wet.”

Justin found himself staring at her as she moved closer. Her head came up to his chest, and she was probably only an inch away from him. 

He almost wrapped his arm around her shoulder as another wave of wind rushed by and he saw how she tightened her fingers around the umbrella to keep it over them.

He shook his head and took the umbrella from her, bending over slightly and tilting the umbrella forward. 

When Travis told him that some woman had bought the haunted house, he immediately assumed it was some old lady with plans of retiring in a quiet town. The last thing he’d expected was to see someone like Paige.

Amid the rain, Paige’s eyes seemed to glow, capturing all his attention.

She tucked her brown hair behind her ear and pressed her hand down against it. The rest of her hair continued to drift along as the wind swept by. Her brows drew closer even as she broadened her smile. “I just remembered my car, I should’ve moved it further down the lane. I’m sorry you got wet,” she said, brushing the rain from her face.

The car. 

Right, he was supposed to be annoyed with her. “Let’s get in before you get drenched as well.”

Justin remained half a step behind her, their shoulders overlapping, as they headed toward the Seymours’.

His height, large bone structure, coupled with his workouts often led to people being cautious of him. But as he watched her, she continued strolling forward, her shoulders relaxed. 

“Is Travis’s wife all right?” she asked.

“Huh?”

Paige peered over her shoulder and repeated, “Is Travis’s wife all right? You said she slipped and fell. She’s pregnant, right?”

“Oh. She seemed fine, wasn’t in pain or anything, but Travis wanted to make sure.”

Paige nodded and brushed the rain from her arms as they stepped up the deck. She was wearing just a tank top and jeans. Her hair was slightly damped while her jeans were soaked up to her knees.

“You shouldn’t have come out. Now you’re wet, too.”

She shrugged. “It’ll dry off.”

“Justin! Finally back in Pine.”

“Mrs. Seymour.” He bent over and gave the white, curly hair woman a hug. “Like your new look.”

Mrs. Seymour wriggled her brows and nudged her hair with her hand.

“Mr. Seymour.” 

Mr. Seymour stepped toward Justin and gave him a hug. “Hi Justin, should’ve told us you were coming. Come in.”

“Yes, come in, come in. Look at both of you. I’ll get you two some towels.” Mrs. Seymour headed into the house and disappeared up the stairs.

“I’m really sorry about the car, Justin.”

Mr. Seymour laughed throatily when Paige said that. Justin turned to Mr. Seymour with a raised brow.

Clearing his throat, Mr. Seymour explained, “She’s no confidence about driving up and down the slope without destroying something. Besides, it’s my fault. I was the one who put the car there after helping her unload her things. Forgive an old man, will you?”

No confidence? She didn’t look old, but she must be at least 25. “A little rain won’t kill me.”

Mr. Seymour then asked about Travis, and he dutifully repeated the story.

“How are you doing?” Mr. Seymour asked.

“Good,” he answered while his eyes swept the room.

The sienna wooden panels on the floor were the same except that more of the corners were chipped away. The same burgundy leather couch sat in the living room, and the same antique TV was still on the old cabinet in front of the couch.

Everything was exactly how he’d remembered.

At least that was true for the things he noticed. His eyes didn’t complete the scanning of the room. 

Once his eyes fell on Paige, he stopped looking anywhere else.

Paige stood with her hands in the back pockets. Her dark chocolate hair, wet from the rain, blended into black at the ends around her shoulders. Even after having her hair whipped by the wind and rain, she still looked stunning.

There was a glow about her. Maybe it was her fair skin that was creating the effect, but she wasn’t that pale.

She rubbed her hands together and smiled when she saw him looking at her. Again, she didn’t seem concerned by his presence. That, somehow, made him uneasy.

“Here you go.”

Reluctantly, he moved his eyes from Paige and turned to take the towel that Mrs. Seymour handed him. “Thanks.”

He didn’t understand what it was about Paige. Maybe it was her eyes, or the way she was smiling so warmly at everyone. No matter what it was, it attracted his attention.

Over the next few minutes, as Justin answered all the questions that Mr. and Mrs. Seymour had for him, his eyes continued to flicker toward Paige.

At the back of his mind, he couldn’t help wondering why a woman like her would move into a house with such a story behind it. The moment he had the chance to slip in a question, he immediately turned to Paige and asked, “So, what brought you to Pine and to the haunted house?”

She chuckled softly. “Is that what everyone calls it?”

“Yeah. It’s the town’s famous, or infamous, haunted house. You do know about the suicide.”

“Justin.” Mrs. Seymour shot him a warning glare.

Paige’s lips curled further. “Yes. I figured something was wrong when the owners were letting it go at such a low price. I asked and they told me.”

“And still you bought it.”

“I didn’t kill her, there’s no reason for her to hurt me.”

“So you think she’s still in the house.”

“Justin.” Mrs. Seymour narrowed her eyes and held his gaze.

“It’s all right,” she said to Mrs. Seymour, half chuckling. “I don’t believe she’s still in the house. I’m just saying that even if she is, there’s no reason for me to be afraid.”

He nodded, satisfied with the answer. “And what’s wrong with your driving skills?”

“I’m just used to taking the subway or taxi.”

He glanced over at Mrs. Seymour as he felt her staring at him, but he merely turned back to Paige and continued with his questions. “You’re from New York?”

Paige opened her mouth to speak, but the words seemed to get choked in her throat. 

He frowned at her reaction. It wasn’t a personal detail that people would mind speaking of. 

“She doesn’t like to talk about her past,” Mr. Seymour explained. 

Justin returned his gaze to Paige.

Despite the small smile she kept displayed, her fingers played around with the ring on her right index finger. 

He should let it go. He hardly knew her. He would only be taking a look around her house to see what she needed done, then pass the information back to Travis. He probably wouldn’t be seeing her after tonight anyway.

But his eyes remained fixated on Paige. He observe her while his mind mused over all the reasons that could’ve brought her here.

“Enough talking, eat. I’ll pack some for you kids to bring home, you bring some back to Travis, too.”

“Oh, Mrs. Seymour, there’s no need.”

“She’s not going to take no for an answer,” Justin said.

Paige pursed her lips, but nodded after a moment. “Okay, sure.”

Mr. Seymour moved over to the couch and switched on the TV. “Maybe the two of you should stay here for a while. The rain doesn’t look like it’s letting up.”

He didn’t really care. He wasn’t going to melt from the rain anyway.

Looking over at Paige, he found her staring ruefully at the TV screen, completely unaware of Mr. Seymour’s suggestion.

Curious, he turned back to the TV. Mr. Seymour had flipped to some Christian channel and there was some pastor preaching away. He didn’t bother to listen to what the preacher was saying.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure you’re not going to hell.”

“Hmm?” Paige took her attention off the TV and onto him.

“These preachers are always telling people that everyone will be going to hell. Don’t need to take it personally.”

She broke into a grin. “You completely tuned out the pastor, didn’t you? He wasn’t talking about hell.”

“Here you go.” Mrs. Seymour came back out from the kitchen. “These two are the same, you two choose either one,” she said to Paige. “This is for Travis, there’s more for Amy.” Then, she handed all three bags over to him. “Do you kids want to stay here for a while longer? The rain is so heavy.”

“It doesn’t look like it’s going to stop any time soon,” Paige commented as she stared out at the rain.

His thoughts exactly. The sound of thunder was rolling by every couple of minutes, and the rain only seemed to get heavier as the clock ticked.

 But women tended to hate getting caught in the rain.

Paige swiveled back toward him. “I’m fine with it if you are.”

Justin’s brows flickered up before he shrugged. “Let’s go then.”
  



















Chapter Two




Paige stepped into the house and turned back to face Justin as he closed the umbrella and propped it against the wall. She saw how wet he was as he casually brushed the water from his arm and ran his hand through his hair.

Only his hair seemed to have escaped the rain, and under the lights, she could see the auburn in his medium brown hair. His eyes shared the same shade of brown. The combination of both giving him a rough, masculine edge.

She had been nervous about the sudden change of person helping her with the house, but the Seymours clearly knew Justin well. Once she had hung up the phone, Mrs. Seymour picked up one of the photo frames near the dining table and pointed to the young boy in the picture; the same boy in so many of their photos. 

“Why did you leave your lights on when you’re not home?”

“I don’t like coming back to a dark house,” she answered without turning to him.

“I thought you’re not afraid of ghosts.”

“I’m not. I just don’t like the darkness.”

“There must be something in the dark that you’re afraid of. Kids have their boogeyman. What’s yours?”

“Do you like to psycho-analyze everyone you meet?”

“Do you evade every question people ask?” 

She narrowed her eyes at him and retorted, “Are you trying to pick a fight with me so that you can get out of fixing this house?”

Justin grinned, looking around. “I’ve been inside here so many times, no more than fifteen minutes each time, I’m sure. Travis and I used to dare each other to come in here. Many kids do that, too. Nothing much to do in a small town.”

“So the graffitis were done by the kids, too? I was worried there would be squatters or homeless people coming by.”

“Have you fixed the locks to your doors and windows?” 

“Yeah, fixed it up yesterday.”

“Where do you want this?” Justin asked, waving the bag of muffins. “You just got here?”

She took the bag from him and headed into the kitchen, placing the muffins into the fridge. “Been here a couple of times to view the house, settle the paperwork and all,” she said, returning to the living room. 

She found Justin down on one knee, his eyes studying the floorings.

“But I just moved in today, was staying at a hotel in Cheyenne.”

He nodded and stood, brushing off the dust on his jeans. “When is your furniture getting here?”

“I’ll be getting new ones, when the renovation is done.”

“Okay,” he said. “You should still get an alarm. If squatters or homeless people came by before, there’s a chance they’ll come back.”

“Perfect,” she mumbled. 

“But you’ve already repainted the exterior, I’m sure they’ll know someone is living in the house now.”

She smiled, grateful he was trying to make her feel better.

“Why don’t you stay with the Seymours’ first? I can get the security system up for you tomorrow.”

“I thought you’re only here to see what I needed done and then get back to Travis. Don’t you need to ask him first?” 

A drop of water fell from his hair, landing onto the floor. 

“I should get you a towel.” She jogged up the stairs, got a clean towel from her luggage, and headed back down. “Here you go.”

“I’m sure Travis will want to stay with Amy for a few days, I can get some work started and let him takeover when he’s ready.”

“Yeah, that’ll be great. But I do need a quotation first, I have a budget.”

“Sure.” He shrugged. “I’ll take a look around and give you the quotation. Travis won’t mind.”

“All right. Where should we start? Kitchen? Bathroom?”

“Security system first, bathroom, then bedroom. That way, you’ll have a proper place to rest and you can start unpacking.”

“I’ll show you the bathroom,” she said, going back up the stairs. “The security system, we don’t have to get top of the line thing, right?” She still remembered how much she paid for her security system back in New York. 

Money that was well wasted.

“We’ll get those DIY ones, won’t cost too much.”

“Great.”

“Why are you getting new furniture if you’re on a budget? What’s wrong with your current ones?”

She turned her face away from him as her fingers curled into a loose fist, allowing her thumb to play with the ring on her index finger. “I can’t bring them over.”

“Why not? You need someone to help you move? I know a guy.”

“No, it isn’t that.” She sighed and shook her head. “Forget it. They are as good as gone.”

“Ex-boyfriend? I’ve got a guy for that, too.”

She grinned and said, “I’ll remember that.” She laughed softly, shaking her head. She used to get frustrated whenever people spoke to her that way. Now, such comments never failed to bring up a fond memory.




Justin hung the towel over his shoulders and grinned at her lighthearted chuckle. “What’s so funny?” he asked, taking a scan of the two bedrooms as they went past them.

He blinked when he saw the sole luggage lying open in the bigger bedroom. There were black colored bags of various sizes within the luggage, each placed neatly, with the zips all facing one direction. There wasn’t a single piece of loose clothing tucked in a corner or anything strewn over it.

Bags within a bag.

He thought he was neat, but she’d probably beat him hands down.

But that, to him, wasn’t the strangest part of the picture.

“Is this all you brought?” He never had a relationship that lasted long enough for him to bring a woman along to a new place where he would work for months, but he knew women usually travel with more than one luggage, especially if they were intending to stay for a while.

“Yeah,” she said, widening her strides as she moved further down toward another door.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out she was trying to deter any further questions regarding the subject. 

She truly didn’t like to speak about her past. 

Usually, he would shrug and move on. But with her, it fueled his interest. Any questions regarding her past got her nervous. She seemed bent on keeping it a secret.

Justin gave her another scan. She looked like the prim and proper sort of woman who never did anything wrong in her life. 

What could’ve made her leave everything behind and come all the way out to Pine?

“The bathroom.” Paige pushed open the new copper colored wood stained door and stepped aside.

His eyes widened. 

The pink tiles had faded to a pale light shade. The previous owners had cleaned up the house, but the sink, the bathtub, and the toilet were still coated with a layer of grim. Cracks, both fine and deep black lines, could be seen in the bathtub as well.

“How do you want to fix the bathroom?”

“Complete revamp. I want to change the tiles, dark gray for the floors, and I think I’ll repaint the walls white. The sink and all have to be changed.”

Justin nodded. “I suggest you tile the walls around the bathtub, at least the bottom half. It’ll last longer than paint would with all the water.”

“That’s fine with me.”

“White tiles?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“It’ll probably take a week, and it’ll be rather dusty. I’ll remove the tiles and waterproof it before retiling.”

“It’s all right, I’ll stay in the next room until you’re done.”

“Why not stay with the Seymours for a few days? I know they won’t mind.”

She leaned back against the door and asked, “Are you related to them?” 

“No, but they’re like family to me.”

“I can see that. They have so many photos of you, but the way you addressed them…and you look quite different from them, too.”

He nodded slowly. 

Paige continued watching him as if she still had questions to ask, but wasn’t quite sure if she should. After a few moments, she smiled and stepped away from the bathroom.

“So, you want me to help you move your stuff over to the Seymours?”

“I think I’ll just stay here. I don’t want to trouble anyone.”

“Well, new-girl-in-town, they love having people over.”

Paige opened her mouth to speak, but she jumped and his head snapped to the side when a loud thud echoed from downstairs.

“Stay here.”

Her face blanched as she crossed her arms, her fingers clutched tightly around them. “It’s probably just the cabinet.”

He thought she didn’t believe in ghost, then why was she so frightened? “Yeah, I’m sure. You want to check it out with me?”

He didn’t know why he offered. He wasn’t the chivalrous kind of guy; he was always more of a mind-his-own-business kind of person.

“Yes.”

“Let’s go.”

He waited for her before moving toward the stairs. He had just taken a few steps down when a bright light flashed outside the window and the lights in the house went out.

Not much had changed in this town. Blackout was a common occurrence during thunder storms. 

A sudden roar of thunder followed almost instantly and he heard Paige gasp. 

He stretched his hand out and placed it on Paige’s shoulder. 

She screamed at his touch and took a step back. 

Then, he felt her grip on his arm as she fell back.

Tightening his grip on her shoulder, he took a step closer and wrapped his arm over her waist. He pulled her close, stabling her. “It’s okay, it’s me,” he said. “It’s just me,” he repeated.

Another flash of lightning temporarily brought some lights into the house and he looked down at one of her hands clinging onto his shirt. “You all right?”

She nodded and released his shirt. “Yes. I’m sorry,” she mumbled, smoothing down his shirt. “Sorry.”

He let go of her shoulder, but kept his arm around her waist. “Let’s go outside for a while. Be careful, we’re on the stairs.” He guided her down the stairs and opened the front door.

Once outside, he nudged her back against the wall to keep her out of the rain.

The small sheltered remained as useless as it was and they were quickly getting wet from the rain.

“What happened to the Paige who wasn’t frightened of ghost?” he teased when he saw the disquiet in her eyes.

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “It isn’t ghosts that I’m afraid of.”

His attempt at lightening the mood failed terribly. “Hey,” he said softly and waited for her to look at him. “I was joking. Do you have a torchlight or some candles in the house?”

“No.”

“Wait here, I’ve got one in my car.” He pulled the towel from his shoulders and draped it over her shoulders and head.

Sprinting over to his car, he opened the passenger’s side door, and took the torchlight in his glove compartment before returning to Paige.

She handed him the towel as he got closer. “I know it’s already wet, but it’s the only towel I have.”

“You gave me the only towel you have?” He shook his head and flung the towel over her. “Stay here.” I’ll check out what that sound was.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s probably just the cabinets,” he assured. 

He entered the house again and used the torchlight to guide himself into the kitchen. He knew the stories to the house was nonsensical, but his heart couldn’t help thumping away.

All the ridiculous stories he’d heard began playing through his head, sending his heart rate up another notch.

When the light from his torch found the piece of cabinet door on the floor, he sighed and grinned. Heading up the stairs to Paige’s room. He took her luggage and went back outside.

“What are you doing?” she asked when she saw her luggage in his hand.

“It’s just the cabinet, but you’re staying over at the Seymours tonight.”

“No, there’s no need. I’m fine.”

“You want to stumble around your house in the dark?”

“Can’t you fix that?”

“I can, but I won’t.”

Paige brows drew closer. “Why not?”

He didn’t know why he was bothered about her safety. But he was. He couldn’t leave her alone in the house.

She might not be fearful of ghosts, but she was definitely afraid of something. 

“Another lightning strike might take out the lights again. What are you going to do then?” He took the umbrella leaning by the wall and closed the door behind him. “Let’s go. Your luggage is getting wet.”

“Oh, all right.”

She scooted under the umbrella and they headed back to the Seymours’ house. 

The lights must have gone out in the their house, too. Through the windows, Justin could see the warm lights glowing within.

As they stepped up to the door, Paige took the umbrella from him. “Were you even sheltering yourself?” she asked, her eyes staring at the water dripping down his hand.

He brushed the water off, splattering them over the deck. “It’s nothing,” he assured and knocked on the door.

Mr. Seymour opened the door and smiled at them. “Lights went out?”

“Yeah. Can she stay here tonight? She doesn’t have any candles and all.”

Mrs. Seymour peered out from behind her husband. “Of course, we were going to ask her to do that anyway. Come in,” she chimed. “You’re all wet.”

Justin and Paige entered, and he heard Paige sigh as she rubbed her palms against her arms. “I’ll get some towels.”

“Victor, get them some towels. I’ll get more candles.” Mrs. Seymour tipped her chin toward the couch. “Sit. Hot tea? Coffee?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Paige said.

Justin set Paige’s luggage by the door and headed into the kitchen with Mrs. Seymour. “Am I still allowed to take whatever I want?” he asked, already opening the cabinet where the hot chocolate used to be.

Mrs. Seymour laughed softly. “We don’t have any hot chocolate.”

He wasn’t expecting there to be any, but all her tea and coffee used to be kept there as well. And they still were “Coffee is fine. You want anything?”

“I just made myself a cup of tea before the lights went out. I’m sure the water is still hot.”

Taking out a packet of coffee and a sachet of tea, he placed them into two separate cups.

“I thought Paige says she doesn’t want anything.”

“I think she just doesn’t want to trouble you.”

“You got to know her so well from the less than thirty minutes you spent at her house?” Mrs. Seymour arched a brow. “She’s a pretty girl.”

Justin shook his head. “Do you know what’s her story?”

“So you are interested?”

He took the kettle from the stove and poured the still hot water into the cups. “You should’ve seen her when the lights went out.”

“She’s a little jumpy. Victor says she got a shock when he called out to her this morning.” Mrs. Seymour gathered five candles in her hands. “I don’t know why, though. Like Victor said, she doesn’t like to talk about her past.”

He nodded, and Mrs. Seymour turned to leave the kitchen. He took his coffee and the cup of tea, then returned to the living room.

Paige had a dry towel over her shoulders, but she was still rubbing her palms together.

“Here, I’m not sure if you take coffee. I hope tea is fine.” He set the cup down on the coffee table.

Her brows rose. “Thanks.”

She handed him the towel next to her, picked up the cup, and cradled it in her hands.

“Do me a favor.”

“What?”

“Ask for whatever you need, don’t be shy with them.”

Paige stared at him for a moment, then smiled. “I will.”

A corner of his lips snaked up, reflecting hers. Settling a seat away from her, he took a sip of his coffee while observing Paige. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “I’m so sorry about just now.”

“What were you so afraid of?”

She set her cup down, twirling the ring on her index finger. He stared at the silver band with a small pink flower in the midst of a circle of white crystals. It wasn’t the kind of expensive and sophisticated designs that many women her age tended to go after.

Then it clicked.

Gentleness. The ring added to the gentleness of her looks. She wasn’t wearing a dress or anything, but her genuine smile made her appear more demure than anything else could.

“Justin, bring Paige’s luggage up to the guest room,” Mrs. Seymour ordered.

He stood and grabbed the luggage. “She should be staying until her bathroom is ready.”

“Sure.”

Paige swiveled around and was clearly about to protest when Mrs. Seymour interrupted.

“You’re staying here until your bathroom is ready.”

He grinned as Paige pressed her lips into a thin line, then nodded and swiveled back around.
  



















Chapter Three




Justin jogged down the streets, the music from his iPod drowning out the sound outside. Still, he could hear the surroundings through the memories playing in his head.

The morning chill felt the same against his skin. The houses that stood on the streets looked the same. Even the indifferent eyes staring at him through the translucent curtains remained.

Most noticeably, the loneliness he felt while roaming through the streets in the early mornings still lingered.

He took in a deep breath, huffing it out through his mouth as he stared ahead at the pale blue sky with swirls of gray clouds darkening it.

He never admitted it, never even thought about it. But as he jogged under the blanket of the familiar sky, enveloped in the surroundings that was supposed to be his home town, he realized how heavy his heart was.

When he left Pine, he thought for sure that this loneliness would disappear along with memories of this place.

Neither had.

He shook the thoughts from his head and stretched his legs, expanding the distance covered with each stride as he moved along to the beat in his ears.

Nothing much had changed in Pine.

The houses and people looked older, with some of the houses wearing relatively fresh paints. Most of the people were still living in the same house they grew up in, and gossiping was still the town’s favorite pastime.

He had only gotten back the day before and by lunch, he could tell that news of his return had already spread throughout town.

Travis had told him that the gossips began when he had his house renovated a couple of years back. Everyone had started guessing when he would return or if he would sell the house.

Truth be told, when he renovated his house, he didn’t know if he was ever coming back.

He hated this place. He hated his childhood.

He still didn’t know what he was doing here.

He was flipping through the classifieds when he saw the few houses for sale in Cheyenne. And when he was back in Cheyenne, he thought he’d drop by the house he had built but hadn’t even seen for himself.

Everything fell into place to bring him back here. But since getting back, all he wanted was to leave.

He couldn’t stand the stares, the pretentious smiles, and the feigned concerns from people he knew didn’t give a damn about him.

They were only interested in getting some information for gossip.

His one trip to the diner for lunch had people coming up to him, welcoming him back into town as if they had been friends all their lives. People whom he didn’t care much about, and people who wanted nothing to do with him when he was living here.

As the music in his ears changed, his legs picked up speed again. 

He turned the corner and grinned as he saw the familiar figure. She had just popped into his head when she appeared several feet ahead of him.

Wearing a black sweater and a dark blue capri exercise pants, she was jogging ahead of him, heading in the same direction as he was.

He kept his pace, thinking he would catch up with her in no time. But as he jogged on, he realized she was getting further away.

She was fast.

In fact, she appeared to be picking up speed as she ran.

He widened his strides and pushed himself forward, finding it tough to catch up with her. Is she running away from something?

Eventually, he closed the distance and was about to call out to her when her head snapped over toward him, and she jumped from his closeness.

She took a step away from the road, her feet landing unsteadily on the grass. “Aah!” she screamed as her ankle gave way and she swayed dangerously over to her left.

Justin reached out and grabbed her arms before she crashed onto the floor.

“Why am I always falling whenever you’re around?” she complained as she folded her knee back, pulling up her feet.

“You all right?” he asked as he noticed her kneading her ankle. “Don’t touch it, you might make it worse.”

Slipping a hand behind her waist and another under her knees, he scooped her up before she could reply.

“Justin, what are you doing?” she asked, half laughing. “I’m fine.”

He wasn’t going to put her down until he got a doctor to look at her ankle. “You might’ve sprained your ankle.”

“That’s not possible, I can’t sprain my ankle anymore.”

He scoffed, frowning at what she said.

“It’s true. I sprained my ankle so many times that the joint has loosened or something. I can’t remember. It’ll just hurt for a while.”

“No harm seeing a doctor.”

She glanced around and frowned. “I don’t mind seeing the doctor, it’s just embarrassing to be carried there,” she said. “I’m fine, really. Walk me back, the pain will be gone by then. If it hasn’t, then I’ll let you take me to the doctor.”

He scrutinized her face and considered what she had said.

“I’m serious. I can’t sprain my ankle anymore.”

He didn’t want to put her down, but he suddenly realized he was sweating from his run. Gently, he lowered her and only released her when she appeared stable on her feet. “Does it hurt?”

“A little, but it’ll go away.”

“You run fast,” he pointed out. He placed his hand under her elbow and led her back toward her house.

“I know.”

She wasn’t even panting or displaying a hint of exhaustion.

“Were you in the track team or something?”

“Long-distance runner.”

“That explains a lot.” He took in a deep breath and tried not to pant.

She walked alongside him, stopping the time on her digital watch. “I’ve been running for as long as I can remember. I’m sure I can’t do the weights you lift in the gym.”

“You don’t have to make me feel better. I know I’m fit. You,” he said, “you’re not normal.”

She chuckled softly.

“You’re not even sweating.”

“I just started running for,” she said and took a glance at her watch, “fifteen minutes. I run everyday.”

He took in another deep breath and nodded.

She laughed again.

“How did you get so fast?”

“I used to play catch all the time.” She smiled when she saw his brows raised. “My brother always roped me in when he plays catch with his friends. I was always the slowest, but I kept running with them almost everyday and soon I realized they weren’t catching me as easily as they used to.”

His lips curled. “You don’t look like someone who exercises.”

“Are you saying I’m fat?”

“No, you just don’t have the sporty look.”

She shrugged. “I can’t really do anything else besides running.”

He grinned at her sheepish smile. Paige didn’t fail to surprise him at every turn. 

Even before seeing Paige, he had thought she was a selfish, old lady. Instead, she turned out to be this gorgeous woman with a smile he couldn’t take his eyes off.

He had thought she was a fearless woman to take over the town’s infamous haunted house, but her reaction to the blackout revealed a fear she had carefully concealed.

When he saw her in the rain, smiling and apologizing about her car, he’d thought she was this weak and demure lady. But here she was, sprinting through the streets without breaking a sweat.

“My ankle doesn’t hurt much now. You can go ahead if you want.”

And the one thing that surprised him the most was this chivalry she had managed to bring out of him.

Women had whined, cajoled, and tried all sorts of way to get him to care and be the prince charming they wanted him to be. But he knew he wasn’t a prince and never tried being one.

“Mrs. Seymour will kill me if she finds out that I got you hurt, then let you walk back on your own.”

“You didn’t get me hurt. I lost my footing.”

“She won’t care.”

She smiled ruefully as her gaze fell to the ground. “She reminds me of my mom.”

“Then I’m sure she’s a great mother.”

“She is.” Her grin softened into a small smile.

“You’re close to your mom.”

“Yeah, we’re a pretty close family.”

“Are they visiting anytime soon?”

She sighed softly. “No, I don’t think so.” 

He watched as her brows drew closer, forming the etch between them.

“And you?” she suddenly asked. “Are you close with your family?”

“I haven’t seen my mom for years, and I never saw my dad before.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He walked her up to the Seymour’s door. “How’s your ankle?”

“Absolutely fine.” She tipped her toes down toward the floor and rotated her ankle. “See, perfectly fine.”

His lips curled. “This is the first time I’ve heard that you can sprain your ankle so many times that you become immune to it.”

“There’s a first time for everything.” She flashed another brilliant smile. “See you later.”




A walk from Justin’s to Travis’s house would take at most five minutes, but Justin didn’t want to risk meeting someone along the way. He wasn’t interested in talking to anyone else in town.

He parked his car outside Travis’s house and took the bag of muffins Mrs. Seymour had prepared for him. 

“Breakfast?” Justin lifted the brown bag he was holding. “Mrs. Seymour’s muffins.”

“Great. I was intending to settle it with coffee.”

“How’s Amy?”

“She’s fine, but the doctor is keeping her for a few days.” Travis took the bag from Justin and pulled out a muffin, taking a bite. “Just to make sure everything is all right. So, the haunted house?”

“Lots of work. Bathrooms, floorings, kitchen cabinets.”

“Good. Can she wait for a couple of days?”

Justin strolled into the kitchen and Travis pointed at the pot of coffee before sitting by the dining table.

He took a cup and poured himself some. “I think she wants to begin work immediately. I’ll help get things started and you can take over when Amy is feeling better.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah. I have nothing much to do anyway. Just looking at houses over at Cheyenne.”

“She is hot, huh?” Travis commented and took another bite of the muffin.

“Why is everyone thinking that I’m helping only because she’s hot?”

Travis grunted. “You hate this place. Last night, I could tell you couldn’t wait to leave. Now, you’re volunteering to help.”

“To help you.”

“So this haunted-house-woman, is she hot?”

“Her name is Paige. And you’re married.”

“So she is.”

He was tempted to ask Travis what he knew about Paige. Travis must have heard something; even if he didn’t, Amy would have.

That was the thing about small towns.

Everyone knew something, or so they would say. There were always some gossip, some hearsay, making their rounds around town.

But he didn’t want to appear as if he was interested, which he wasn’t. He was simply curious.

“Do you want to give the quote yourself or do you trust me to do it?”

“You do it, and you keep the money.”

“Don’t be an idiot. It’s your job.” He stood and walked toward the door. “I’m not taking the money.”

“Just—”

“Look, if things were the other way around, I’m sure you’d do the same for me. So shut up and concentrate on taking care of your wife.” Justin opened the door. “I’ll keep you updated.”

“What? You’re not going to help me with the nursery first?”

“I’m helping you keep your job. I can’t help you with everything.” He grinned and strode toward his car.

He stopped his car behind Paige’s and headed over to the Seymours, thinking she would wait for him over there.

But Mrs. Seymour opened the door and informed him that Paige was already back in her own house, painting the walls inside. So he trudged over and knocked on the door, grinning when she opened the door with tiny dots of paint all over her face, hair, and the black T-shirt she was wearing. Her white earphones, connected to the phone in her back pocket, hung over her neck.

“What?” She brushed the back of her hand against her cheek. “Did I get it on my face?”

“It’s all over your face.” His eyes moved down and he saw the shorts she was wearing. He immediately noticed her long and toned legs.

Her hand flew up again. The action got his attention and he realized he was staring. 

He reached out and caught her hand. “Forget it, it’s staying until you wash it off.”

She laughed softly, then shrugged. “Okay.” Stepping aside, she waved him in and headed up the steps.

“You’re painting the whole house by yourself?” Justin asked as he trailed behind her.

“Yeah. I’ve never done it before, thought it’ll be fun.”

“To do it alone?”

“I have time. You need time to fix up the bathroom anyway.”

They headed up the stairs into the bedroom. A large can of paint, a tray of white paint with a roller brush, and a water bottle were the only things in the room.

She had completed one of the walls. On one of the remaining walls, two lines were drawn, separating the wall into three different sections.

“It’s more motivating to paint when I focus on a small section, seems faster.”

She shouldn’t be doing it alone. She might not feel the exhaustion yet, but she would after a full day of painting.

Pushing that thought aside, he wrote down the measurements of the room and bathroom before proceeding to the next room.

They went from room to room and he took down everything she wanted fixed, recording the measurements in each room. Then, they went back to the living room, sat on the floor, and negotiated the price and payment method.

He didn’t want to overcharge her. He knew she still had to buy her furniture, but it was still Travis’s job. He wasn’t sure what her budget was, but she agreed without any haggling.

“You can make the check out to Travis.”

“I’ll pay in cash.”

Justin frowned. It wasn’t common for people to pay for renovations in cash.

“What about you? You’re not getting paid?” she asked with a frown. 

He laughed at how concerned she looked. “Don’t worry about me; I won’t starve.”

Her lips puckered before she pressed them into a thin line. “I can pay you until Travis take over.”

“I thought you have a budget.”

“Not at your expense.”

He shook his head with a grin. “Stop frowning. Don’t worry about the money. I assure you that I’m good,” he said. “Now, is there anything else you want to fix?”

She hesitated for a moment, then continued. “Is it difficult to build a front deck like the Seymours?”

“Not really, but it could come up to a thousand dollars.”

“That’s fine. My mom’s house has a front porch and I loved it.”

“You want to have lunch together and head out to get the stuff you need?”

“I have lunch. You’re welcomed to join me.” She went into the kitchen and shouted over, “Mushroom pizza, four cheese pizza, carbonara, spaghetti bolognese. We can share the pizza if you want.”

He walked up to her, peering over her shoulders and into the freezer. “Frozen meals?”

“Still food.”

“No, it isn’t.” He pulled her back and close the freezer’s door. “Mrs. Seymour isn’t cooking?”

“I told her not to cook mine, I thought I’ll have a quick meal and go back to painting.”

“I’ll take you out for lunch. Why don’t you go over and wash up? We’ll have lunch then buy all the things I’ll need to start work.”

“I don’t want to burn your weekend. Just write down whatever you need me to buy, I’ll get it.”

“You won’t know which brand is better and all.”

“But I’ve to go shopping for clothes, and I’ll prefer to do it all in one trip.” She arched a brow and smiled mischievously. “You want to join me for that?”

“I don’t look forward to that, but I do need you to pick out the tiles, floorings, and all. So yeah, let’s get it all done in one trip.”

“You sure?”

He’d only gone shopping with a woman once. It was a torturous affair that he had no wish to repeat, but he could always wait for her at a coffee shop or something.

Still, he had to ask, “Will you take the whole day?”

“No. I’m pretty fast with shopping, too.”

Justin smirked. “That would be another first.”

One of her shoulders inched up. “You’ll see.”

They headed over to the Seymours and Justin waited for her to wash up and change. He thought that Mrs. Seymour would insist they stay for lunch, but when she heard they were going out for lunch together, she nodded without saying anything else.

“Do you want to change your floorings? Some of the corners have chipped.” he commented as he sat on the couch.

“No,” Mr. Seymour said. “We told you, we don’t need anything. Besides, you’ve been sending us those checks every month. You don’t owe us anything, Justin.”

He owed them everything.

They didn’t just give him food when he had nothing to eat. Though he wasn’t their son, the Seymours had always treated him like one. 

His textbooks, shoes, clothes, stationery, and even the bicycle he had was given to him by the Seymours. They kept their eyes on him; they made sure he behaved in school and didn’t lack anything.

“I know, but I’m sure you can get some upgrade of certain things. Like that antique you have there.” He pointed to the old, bulky TV. “I can get you those plasma type, it’ll free up some space.”

“Whatever for? It’s working fine.”

“You don’t have to wait for it to stop working before getting a new one. That TV belongs to the museum. If the money isn’t enough, you can tell me.”

“It’s more than enough. We put most of it into the bank.”

“I sent those for you to spend.”

Mr. Seymour shrugged. “We don’t need anything.”

Justin suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. 

The Seymours weren’t rich. They didn’t have any children of their own, but they had to scrimp and save to buy him many of the things he had.

Now, he could afford to give them a better life.

He had tried giving them more money. But instead of keeping it or spending it, they would call him up, give him a good scolding, and tell him that they had torn and thrown the check away.

He didn’t understand why they didn’t allow him to treat them better.

“I’m ready.” Paige hopped down the stairs, her hair still slightly damp.

She wore a turquoise off-shoulder dress that seemed like a slightly oversized and way too long T-shirt. The dress ended just above her knees with a brown belt hanging across her hip. The soft material of the casual dress swayed with each step.

“Run along now. And don’t buy us anything.” Mrs. Seymour opened the door and waved them out.

He shook his head when Paige looked over at him. “Let’s go.”
  



















Chapter Four




“Are you sure I’m not getting in the way of your plans or something?” Paige asked as she pulled her seat belt over her.

“I didn’t have plans,” Justin replied. “So, why don’t you like to talk about your past?” he asked, turning out of the street and heading toward the highway.

Paige peered over at him. “Why are you so interested in my past?”

He had no idea. “You’re staying at the Seymours, I want to make sure you’re not a fugitive or something.”

She laughed softly. “I’m not.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“Because…” Her tongue made a quick flick across her upper lip before pursing her lips into a thin line. Then, she blinked and continued. “You know, you’re the one who insisted I stay with them.”

It was his turn to laugh.

Clearing his throat, he asked, “Why did you look so upset over what you saw on TV?”

Her smile turned rueful. “Are you a Christian?”

He wasn’t sure how to answer that question. Technically, he did say the sinner’s prayer and he was baptized, but he hadn’t been to church since he left Pine. Even during the time when he was in Pine, he’d gone to church only because he didn’t want to upset Mrs. Seymour.

He once believed there was someone up there who could make a difference, who could change his mother.

That didn’t happen and he doubted it ever would.

But he did have the Seymours and he considered them his miracle.

“I guess so,” he finally answered. “Why?”

“The preacher on TV, he was saying that God always has a plan; a good plan for us,” she said. “Sometimes, I can’t help thinking that either He has forgotten about me or the plan has gone horribly wrong.”

He gave an understanding nod. He had been there.

Those times when he had gone to sleep praying that he would wake up the next day with his mom alive and in her own bed, only to wake up to an empty house. Those times when he was hiding under his bed or in his closet while his mom threw a rage over a missing bottle of alcohol. 

But despite all that, he always had the Seymours.

“Are you in trouble?” he asked in all seriousness.

“Not with the law,” she answered. “Nothing that will get you or the Seymours into any trouble.”

“I wasn’t referring to that. I was asking if you are in trouble.”

She stared ahead, not saying anything.

He glanced over at her, then back at the road. “I’m not trying to force information out of you. Just saying, if you need help—”

“I know, you’ve got a guy.”

“Yeah, me. I can help.”

She took her eyes off the road. “Thank you. Things are fine now.” She drew in a deep breath through her nose and nodded. Broadening her smile, she repeated, “Things are fine now.”

Paige looked as if she was trying to psych herself into believing her own words.

“What about you? Is this your full time job?”

She couldn’t have been clearer on her aim of changing subjects.

He wasn’t ready to let it go. He wanted to make sure everything was all right, he wanted to let her know that he meant it when he said he could help.

He couldn’t understand his protectiveness over Paige.

Tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, he swallowed down the speech he’d prepared in his head. “Sort of.”

“Sort of? So what exactly do you do?”

Justin hadn’t known Paige for a long time, but the previous conversation alone was enough for him to know that she wasn’t one of those women looking for a man to buy her a new bag. 

He thought about her question for a moment, wondering if there was a professional term for flipping houses. 

“Are you a fugitive?”

He laughed, nodding his head. “Yeah, I am. And you should be careful because you have so many things over at your place that I can rob.”

Turning into the parking lot in front of the large hardware store, Justin chose a lot closer to the store and steered the car in. “We’ll order everything we need today and we should be able to get them delivered by Monday."

Inside the hardware store, Justin could see what Paige meant by being a fast shopper.

She wasn’t wishy-washy. She listened to his suggestions and made quick decisions from the few choices he had shortlisted. Even when she questioned him, she seemed genuinely interested in knowing more about the mundane knowledge he had on tiles, floorings, and paints.

While they were there, he took the chance to replace some of his worn out tools.

She followed him around without any complaints, occasionally picking up a tool and asking him what it was.

When making payment, Justin saw her take out a nearly empty wallet. While the cash compartment was stuffed with fifty and hundred dollar bills, only one of the card slots was taken up by her driver’s license.

“I got it,” Justin said, already pulling out his wallet. “I’ll pay for everything first. You can pay me back later.” He paid with his credit card and as they were leaving the store, he asked, “Why don’t you have a single credit card?”

“Because I don’t believe in using credit cards?”

“It’s more convenient. Not to mention a lot safer than carrying all that cash around.”

“I didn’t know how much all this would cost, so I thought I’ll bring more just in case.”

Even if she didn’t believe in credit cards, there were always debit cards.

What is she running from? It was so difficult to suppress his curiosity, but he did. He was pretty sure he wasn’t going to get an answer from her anyway.

He placed the bag of things they’d bought into the back seat and drove them over to the mall for lunch.

“I swear I’m not a fugitive.”

“What?”

“I know how it looks like. Not having any cards, using only cash, having only one luggage.”

“I seriously doubt you are, but you are running from something, someone.”

She swallowed, not saying anything, while her hand reached over to her ring. “Yes,” she eventually said.

“Do you need help?”

“No. I’m safe now.”

“As long as you’re not found.” That was the only reason that explained why she only had cash in her wallet.

She drew in a deep breath and angled her face away from him. After a moment, she turned back to him. “I can’t talk about it. I’m sorry, I promised Drew.”

“Drew?”

“Andrew. My brother.”

“If you need help,” he said.

“I need you to help me fix up my house. Other than that, I’m good.”

“Okay.” Again with the unexplainable protectiveness. There was a part of him that wanted to pull the car over and make her explain everything to him. He wanted to make everything right for her.

He shook his head and continued talking about the house in order to get his mind off from mulling over Paige’s past.

When they were done with lunch, Paige suggested he wait in the restaurant while she shopped, promising she wouldn’t take long.

He loved that suggestion, but he’d left his laptop in his car. So they left the restaurant together, and he headed toward his car while she began her shopping.

He sat in his car and spoke with his realtor for a while before grabbing his laptop and returning to the mall to look for a coffee shop. 

But he bumped into Paige, seeing her with two large bags of Victoria Secret, a bag of shoes, and another small plastic bag containing a water bottle.

“You’re fast,” he said.

Paige adjusted the straps of the paper bags on her arm and he saw the red imprints right beneath her elbow.

Without thinking, he reached over and took the bags from her. “Leave these with me. I’ll wait for you at the coffee shop.” He pointed out the shop to her.

“Okay.” She nodded. “I’ll be fast.” She walked away from him and toward the departmental store.

He began strolling over to the coffee shop, but halted and turned around, widening his strides to catch up with Paige.

“Where are you going?” she asked when he neared.

“You need help with the bags.”

“Do I look so weak to you?”

He should say ‘no’ and return to the coffee shop.

“I’m fine,” she assured. “Go have your coffee.”

He dropped his laptop into the bag with two shoeboxes. “You said you’re a fast shopper, so let’s get what you need and then we can go. You have a house to paint.”

“Okay, but don’t complain if I’m not fast enough for you.”

There wasn’t a need to; Paige was true to her words.

Her style of shopping was fascinating.

She scanned the clothes as she strolled along and tried a few. If she liked it, she would pick a few from the different colors available.

“You don’t have to rush. Take your time to look around.”

She looked down at the clothes over her arms and grinned. “This is how I shop. I prefer plain, simple clothes, and I know the designs that suit me. So whenever I find a design I like, I’ll buy it in the different colors I think are nice,” she said. “So, you haven’t told me what you do exactly.”

“I buy old houses, revamp them, then sell them away.”

“Is that why you were away from Pine Bluffs?”

“The Seymours told you?”

“No.” She shook her head and took her eyes off a dress she was looking at. “When they saw you, Mrs. Seymour said something about being finally back in Pine.”

He sighed softly, apparently she hadn’t heard his stories. “Not exactly. You haven’t been around much in Pine, have you?”

“Why?”

“Just wondering if you had a taste on the gossipy nature of small towns. Since you’re from New York, I doubt you’ve experienced that before.”

A corner of her lips snaked up and she shook her head. “Oh, I’ve experienced that already. I was walking around, trying to familiarize myself with the neighborhood when people came up to me, smiling and introducing themselves, then proceeded to their various attempts at digging information out of me. Much like you have.”

“So they know you’re from New York.”

She placed a dress in front of her and turned to him. “How does this look?”

“You need better skills at changing subjects.”

“I’m going to try this out.”

Justin watched as she retreated into a changing room, shaking his head with a grin.

No wonder she hadn’t been out much in town. She didn’t want to lie about her past, but neither did she want to reveal anything to anyone. 

That made both of them prisoners in their own house.

He leaned against a wall and wondered what she would think of him if she found out why he didn’t want to go out entertaining people and would rather be here shopping with her over the weekends.




Justin turned into Marquardt Avenue and grinned the moment he saw Paige’s car.

“I should move the car,” she said, probably realizing the source of his amusement.

“Don’t crash.” He stopped his car in front of the Seymours instead of directly behind Paige’s car.

She glared at him, then hopped out of his car and moved hers forward, allowing Justin to drive his car all the way up to the front of her house.

He got out of the car as she came trotting up the stairs.

“I’ll take the bags. Why don’t you open the doors?”

She watched him for a moment before nodding and turning toward the door.

Submissive. Another characteristic added to his understanding of Paige. She rarely fought his decisions. Even when she did, she backed down after some insistence on his part.

She must had been a perfect student in school, one who scored well on every tests and lamented when she failed to get an A. One who probably had more than enough credits to graduate and apply for early admissions into great colleges. 

So why would someone like her move all the way into a small town like Pine?

He thought about the conversation they had in his car, about her reaction when he had asked if she was in trouble. What trouble can someone with such mild personality get into? “Where do you want them?”

“Just put them here.”

He placed the bags down and leaned them against the wall. “The tiles and stuff will be here on Monday, I’ll start work then?”

“Yeah. Thanks for driving me there and helping me with the bags.”

“You need anything else?”

She shook her head, then paused. “Can you show me how to get the circuit up if the lights get cut off like last night?”

He cocked his head toward the kitchen and went out of the house through the back door. He showed her the switches and reminded her to keep the torchlight nearby so that she wouldn’t have to go stumbling around in the dark.

“I don’t have a torchlight.”

Justin went back out to the car, reached into the bag of stuff he’d bought, and fished out a torchlight. He turned around and found her leaning against the side of the door. “Yes, you do.” He waved the torch in his hand and jogged toward her.

“You bought that for me?” She took the torch and twisted it around in her hand. “Thanks.”

“Anything else?”

“Nope. Thanks for everything.”

“See you on Monday.” He returned to his car and drove home.

Throughout the drive back, he couldn’t stop the nagging thought in his head. It was going to take her forever to paint the house alone. He had nothing to do anyway, he could help. 

That was the neighborly thing to do.

But she hadn’t asked. It would be weird for him to show up and insist to help.

He was still debating his decision when he saw Gloria standing outside his house. He sighed and shook his head. 

Gloria never gave him a second look in high school.

He was too poor for her to pay any attention to.

Mrs. Seymour had told him in one of their phone conversations that Gloria had dumped her long-time boyfriend, Jason, when he lost his football scholarship.

It didn’t take much for him to figure out why she was here.

He stopped his car outside his house and got out.

“Hi, Justin. I heard you were back in town. Remember me?” she said in a disgustingly coy voice. She flashed a wide grin and strode over toward him in her high heels and tight fitting dress. 

Justin didn’t bother to reply her.

“Anyway, a few of us are going down to Cheyenne for drinks. I thought you might want to join us.”

“You thought wrong,” he said and continued walking to his door.

“Come on,” Gloria coaxed, her hand running down his arm.

The tingling sensation from her nails shot up his neck. He pulled his arm from her, stretching his neck to get rid of the weird prickle. “I’m working.”

“On a Saturday?”

He entered his house and closed the door behind him.

Striding past his living room, he opened the door to his basement.

There were only minimal furniture in his house, like every other house he’d flipped. The only thing he’d brought over with him was his tools and clothes.

Jogging down to his basement, he grabbed a couple of things and dumped them into an empty box. 

When he went back outside, Gloria had disappeared.

In less than half an hour, he was standing in front of Paige’s door again.

He knocked on the door and waited.

“Did you leave something behind?”

Spinning around, he was surprise to find Paige standing behind him. “Thought you were painting your house?”

“Yeah, I went over to wash this.” She waved the dark blue water bottle in her hand while her eyes moved to the box he was holding. “What’s that?”

“Brushes, tray, and a paint sprayer.”

“Paint sprayer?”

Justin reached into the box and pulled it out.

“Oh, that. The painters used that for the exterior walls. We can use that inside?” She stepped up and opened the door.

“It’s great for the white color base. If you want patterns after the base, then you can’t use this.”

“Thanks for dropping them over. I’ve already got brushes, though.” Her hands stretching out to take the box from him.

He twisted his torso, shifting the box out of her reach. “I’m not dropping them over. I’m here to help you paint.”

Her hands froze. “You’re going to spend your Saturday helping me paint?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

She ran her hand through her hair. “What’s wrong with that? You’re not getting paid, and now you’re volunteering to help me paint on a Saturday. It feels like I’m taking advantage of you or something.”

Justin laughed at her reasoning. “Don’t be silly. I have nothing on. This is better than lazing on my couch for the rest of the day.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

She nodded, her lips curling into a smile. “Thanks.” Cocking her head toward the stairs, she said, “You go ahead, I’ll fill this.”

He had just set the box down when Paige entered the room. 

“Here you go.”

He turned and saw her handing him the bottle she was holding.

“Yours. I bought it for you. With all the dust and all from the house, I thought it’s better than a cup.”

Thoughtful. “Thanks.” He set it down beside the box and pulled out the paint sprayer. “Want to give it a try?”

“Yes.” Her eyes widened. “It looked fun when the painters were using it.”

He grinned at the sparkle in her eyes. 

“You drove to Pine Bluffs? I don’t think you can bring all your tools up the plane.”

“Yeah. I get to enjoy the scenery anyway.” Filling up the container, he handed it to her and taught her how to use it. “Be careful to keep the nozzle away from you. It works on pressure so if it sprays directly onto your skin, we’ll need to go to the emergency room.”

“Whoa, okay.” She aimed the nozzle at the wall and gave the sprayer a squeeze. She jumped at the first jet, then blinked furiously.

“It got into your eyes?”

One of her hands held the nozzle while the other held the container of paint, so she couldn’t do anything but blink.

“It’s okay.” He stepped toward her and tipped her chin. Gently, he used his thumb and wiped away the few tiny dots of paint at the corner of her eyes and rubbed it off on his T-shirt. “Better?”

“Yeah,” she answered. “Much better.”

He went to his box and grabbed the plastic spectacles. “Here,” he said. “It’s new, no one wore it before.” He slot the spectacles in place and couldn’t help laughing.

“What?”

“They look humongous on you.” He reached into the box again. This time, he pulled out a mask and slipped it over her head, putting it in place over her mouth and nose. “Have fun.”

“Is this really necessary? It’s like I’m working on some radioactive substances.”

“It actually came with a white overalls, but that has been used and thrown.”

“Too bad for me, then.”

He couldn’t see her lips, but he could see the creases around her eyes.

“Here goes.”

“I thought you never painted before,” he said. “How do you know you need to cover the cracks?”

“Google and youtube are my best friends.”

He laughed and picked up the plaster, helping her cover the cracks on the other walls.

“This is so much easier,” she said, setting down the sprayer and pulling down the mask.

She took in a deep breath and sighed.

“Can’t breathe?”

“It’s all right, just a little warm.”

A few quick raps on her front door made her gasp.

“You’re jumpy.”

She gave him a small smile. “Probably just Mr. Seymour. I’ll see what he needs.”

While she was still removing the mask, Justin went down the stairs and opened the door.

“Hi, Justin. We’re here to spring you.”

Even after a decade, Gloria hadn’t changed her choice of friends. Gloria stood side by side with Magdalene, who was wearing an equally tight dress.

“Who is it?” Paige asked as she hurried down. She peered from behind, then turned to him, confused. “Your friends?”

“You’re the new girl making Justin work on a Saturday?”

“I didn’t—”

“I volunteered,” he cut in.

“It’s Saturday, join us for dinner. I’m sure new-girl here won’t mind.”

“Her name is Paige. I’m sure she doesn’t, but I’ve no interest in joining either of you for dinner.” He closed the door and gently nudged Paige up the stairs.

“Who are they?”

“Ex-schoolmates.”

“Why are you so mean to them?”

“I don’t like pretentious people.”

She halted halfway up the stairs. “Justin, you really don’t have to do this. You can join them if you want.”

“Why would I join them? I don’t even like them.”

She pursed her lips, but nodded and continued walking. “Why do you think they’re pretentious?”

“Aren’t you offended by how rude they were to you?”

She shrugged. “No.” She sat cross-legged on the floor and stared at him, seemingly waiting for an answer to her question.

He sat down beside her and drank a squirt of water. “The people in this town, not all, but most of them avoided me like a plague.”

“Why?” she asked, her brows drawing closer.

She was bound to hear about it from someone sooner or later, might as well be him. “My mom was an alcoholic. She would do anything to get money for her alcohol, including sleeping with half the town.”

Her eyes widened, pushing her brows up along with them. She quickly wiped off her surprise and her jaw dropped slightly as she seemed to consider what her next words should be. “I’m sorry, that must’ve been rough.”

“I had the Seymours.”

She nodded slowly. “Then why are they so eager to have dinner with you now?”

“Money?”

Since he started getting more money, he realized more women began throwing themselves at him. At first, they would be willing to do anything for him. Then, the demands would start coming in.

A bag they really wanted to have. A dress so they could go out to dinner. The pair of diamond earrings they saw at the mall.

“You’re rich?”

“Why do you sound so skeptical?” He couldn’t help feeling frustrated at her reaction.

“I’m sorry,” she quickly said. “I’m not looking down on you. But if you’re rich, why are you working with me on the house?”

“I was actually in Cheyenne to look at some properties, thought I’d drop by to see the Seymours and Travis. I didn’t think I’ll end up helping you with the house.”

“So it’s by chance that you ended up here.”

He nodded.

She reached over for her water bottle. “Do you think I’m pretentious? Was that why you didn’t want to tell me what you do?”

“No. I just—”

“It’s okay. It’s not like I told you everything about myself.”

“I already know that you don’t have an alcoholic mom. Tell me something else.”

Her eyes flickered to the side and she appeared to be thinking of something to tell him. “I’m adopted, but I don’t think I could’ve found a better family.”

Justin broke into a smile. He wasn’t expecting Paige to tell him anything. “What do you do for a living?”

“I used to teach accounting at a community college. I started teaching the night classes while I worked as an auditor during the day. I enjoyed teaching so much I quit my day job and taught full time.”

Teacher. It suited her.

“Do you have a job now?”

“No. I’m hoping to get a job at Pine Bluffs High School.”

“Don’t you need a license or something?”

“Yeah, I’ve all the necessary credentials, and I passed the exam. They’re not looking for a teacher, though.”

“You’re unwilling to drive further?”

“I’d prefer to stay in town,” she answered. “And you? To do what you do, you probably move around a lot.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t you miss home?”

He had never felt at home anywhere. He loved the Seymours, he loved how they took care of him while his mother was only concerned with getting another drink. But he never felt he belonged anywhere. “Not really,’ he said. “Why Pine? I’m sure there are bigger towns with better opportunities. You’ve taught in a college, you were an auditor. I’m sure you can do better than teaching in high school.”

“It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone.”

“And you like that?”

“I can tell that you don’t.”

“I prefer the city lifestyle. Everyone minding their own business. Nobody cares who you are and what you do as long as you don’t disturb them.”

She shook her head with a grin. “Then what are you doing here?”

“Using you as an excuse to skip dinner with people I don’t like?”

She laughed and shrugged. Her genuine laughter made him grin. 

“Well then, get to work mister, or I’m kicking you out to the pretentious ex-schoolmates.”
  



















Chapter Five




The sun streamed into the window, through the curtains, and onto Paige’s face. She turned her face into the pillow, hoping to get more sleep. She kneaded her face against the soft, comfortable sheets; the way old sheets always were.

She didn’t want to get up. Her arms, back, and neck were aching.

But no matter which way she turned, the light always found a way to her eyes. 

Grudgingly, she opened her eyes and stretched. She raised her arms over her head and arched her back, trying to get rid of the soreness plaguing her.

There was still so much to be done.

She had thought that painting the house would be fun, but just the one wall alone in the morning made her regret her decision. 

Thank God for the paint sprayer that Justin brought over. It made painting so much faster and easier. Holding the paint sprayer and looking up at the ceiling was tiring, but definitely way better than using her rollers and brush.

Then there was the prepping of the other room. There was no escape from that. 

She had to wipe the walls, wash it, and do all those preparations before she could start painting.

Thank God for Justin.

With his help, they had cleared both rooms and the tiny walkway outside the rooms. While she spray-painted the rooms, he had gone on ahead to clean the walls by the stairs.

Without him, she would probably still be painting her bedroom today.

Turning on her back, she moved her arm over her eyes and tried to block out some of the light streaming into the room. 

She groaned when she heard the knock on her door and, with great effort, sat herself up on the bed.

“Paige?”

It took her a moment to react. She didn’t want to get off the bed, but it was rude to pretend she was still sleeping. 

Swinging her legs from the bed, she plodded over to open the door.

“Good morning, dear. Do you want to go church with us?”

No, her aching muscles cried. Besides, she was sure God wouldn’t care much for her missing attendance.

“Wash up and get changed.”

Paige blinked. Mrs. Seymour had asked politely enough, but clearly an answer wasn’t required of her.

“I’ve already brewed the coffee, I’ll get started with breakfast,” Mrs. Seymour continued, then went down the stairs before Paige could say anything. 

Paige closed the door and leaned back against it, gazing at the bed. She wanted so much to crawl back into it. 

She didn’t like meeting new people. For a long time now, she had learned to keep to herself and stay away from people she didn’t know or people she wasn’t well acquainted with. One point for bed.

But she did move out here for a fresh start. One point for church.

She yawned again. Bed wins.

She dragged her feet back to bed. On the way back, she grabbed her cell phone from the desk and set a ten minute alarm. 

Just ten minutes.

She didn’t know how it was possible, but she fell asleep and jumped when the alarm rang. Moaning quietly into her pillow, her arm reached over to the nightstand to shut off the alarm.

Ten more seconds, she told herself.

No! The responsible her shouted.
She wouldn’t be able to get off the bed if she lingered there for another second. She pushed herself off the bed and headed straight into the bathroom to wash her face. 

She didn’t dare to glance back at her bed; she wasn’t sure she could resist its temptation.

The warm shower did make her feel better, but the soreness in her muscles were still screaming for the bed even as she dressed.

She went down the stairs, smiling when she saw Justin in quite a few of the photos on the wall.

With a warm smile, she settled into one of the seats around the dining table.

“You look tired,” Mr. Seymour commented, putting down his newspaper. “You should’ve let me help.”

“You’re already putting me up and feeding me. Besides, Justin helped me with the painting.” Speaking of Justin, Paige stole a peek at the old-fashion clock with a swinging pendulum.

“He’s a helpful boy to a few selected people,” Mrs. Seymour said as she came out of the kitchen with a plate of bacon and eggs for her. “I doubt he’ll be joining us.”

“Thank you.” She was slightly embarrassed that Mrs. Seymour read her thoughts. She took the plate from Mrs. Seymour and set it down. “I know. Two women came by last evening and he was quite harsh to them.”

“He had a tough childhood,” Mrs. Seymour said protectively.

“I heard.”

“He told you?”

“He told me his mom was an alcoholic.” She cut a strip of bacon in half and folded it. “Where is his mother now?”

“He doesn’t know. She only calls him when she needs money. Other than that, she stays away,” Mr. Seymour answered.

“He rebuilt the house for her, you know. But she didn’t want to come back. She’s afraid that Justin will force her into rehab.”

“That’s sad.”

Paige never knew who her biological mother was and had been blessed to be adopted by the Watsons. They loved her like their own child. 

Whatever her brother had, she had.

Even Andrew was the best brother anyone could ask for. He was always protective of her. If there were only one cookie left, he would give it to her without her asking.

Compared to Justin, God had been nice to her.

She took a bite of the bacon. Maybe she shouldn’t be blaming God for everything that had happened over the past three years. If God hadn’t given her the home she had, she didn’t know what could’ve become of her.

“He’s lucky to have you,” Paige said.

Justin’s didn’t grow up in a favorable situation, but God didn’t leave him all by himself; he had the Seymours.

“He’s pretty successful now. You must be proud.”

“He’s rich, but he isn’t happy,” Mrs. Seymour said. “Oh, don’t look so troubled.”

Paige didn’t know she had looked troubled. She smiled and poured some milk into her coffee before taking a sip.

“He’s fine.” Mrs. Seymour paused for a moment, turning to her plate of food, then back to Paige. “Who turned up at the door?”

“I didn’t get a chance to ask.”

Mrs. Seymour’s head bobbed up and down, seemingly considering who they could be. 

“It’s not important.” With his fork in hand, Mr. Seymour pointed at her plate. “Eat.”




Paige walked alongside Mrs. Seymour as they moved through the crowd. She smoothed down her beige colored dress and pulled her cardigan closer together. 

She was glad she’d picked this dress instead of a comfortable pair of jeans.

All the women were wearing dresses while the men wore shirts with either pants or jeans.

“Hi, Celia.” An older lady wearing a sky blue dress with small floral prints strode over, easily moving past the crowd. “I’m thinking of visiting—” The older lady turned toward Paige and was taken aback for a moment.

“Susan, this is Paige. And Paige, Mrs. Mckay.”

“Aah…The new owner of our town’s haunted house.”

She grimaced. “Yes, that’s me.”

“We’ll talk later,” Mrs. Seymour suddenly said, her eyes staring past Mrs. Mckay. “The vultures are circling.”

“What?” Paige turned to look, but was dragged away before she could get a clear glimpse.

Their short conversation with Mrs. Mckay had brought more attention to her presence. With every passing second, more stares were directed toward her. Everyone whom they passed by studied her with utmost curiosity, some with slight disdain.

She didn’t understand what could’ve caused that look, but brushed it off as her paranoia. 

Several more people came up to them, trying to pull her away from Mrs. Seymour. But each time, Mrs. Seymour would take her by the wrist and drag her along.

Paige moved along, smiling politely at everyone who was looking her way, and continued into the church with Mrs. Seymour.

Though the walk into church took less than ten minutes, it was enough for her to catch the words ‘haunted house’ and ‘Justin’.

As Paige followed Mrs. Seymour down the aisle, she wondered if the term ‘haunted house’ would forever be linked with her name here. 

She noticed Mr. Seymour seated on one of the pews and scooted in along with Mrs. Seymour. She had barely sat down when Mrs. Seymour looked around and began introducing Paige to a few of those seated close by.

There seemed to be a selected group of people whom Mrs. Seymour would speak to. Some, she introduced with great alacrity. Others, she would merely grunt or give a curt nod before turning away.

From all that she’d heard from Justin, from all that the Seymours had done for her, she was surprised to find an unfriendly side to Mrs. Seymour. Paige had assumed she was this nice to everyone.

She looked over at Mrs. Seymour and smiled. Whatever reason Mrs. Seymour had, Paige was sure that she wouldn’t go wrong by following her lead.

A buzz from her phone startled her. She smiled sheepishly when she saw Mrs. Seymour staring at her. Pulling her bag from the back of her chair, she placed it on her lap and leaned back. 

She took out her phone and read the message from Justin.

Did you get dragged to church?

Her smile grew wider, and she shook her head. She was about to reply when she felt a strong sensation of someone staring at her.

She looked up and turned toward the person sitting next to her.

The woman with bleached blonde hair, probably slightly younger than Mrs. Seymour, stared intently at her phone. She was one of those in the greeted-by-a-grunt group.

Paige frowned and waited for the woman to look up from her phone.

It didn’t take long. The woman noticed Paige’s gaze and quickly turned her attention toward the pastor, pretending as though nothing happened.

Paige scooted a little closer to Mrs. Seymour and typed a reply.

They didn’t drag me, I went along.

She looked up again and found another pair of eyes on her phone. This time, it was Mrs. Seymour.

“That boy, always skipping church,” Mrs. Seymour whispered. “Tell him to join us for lunch.”

Really? You didn’t want to stay in bed on a Sunday morning after a day of painting?

Paige pushed her hair behind her ears. I’m not lazy, and you’re summoned for lunch.

I’ll be there. And for what it’s worth, maybe you can find the answer to your question. See you later.

“Is he coming?” Mrs. Seymour asked.

Mrs. Seymour had probably seen his reply, but Paige answered her anyway. “Yes. He’ll be there.”

She turned her attention to the pastor and tuned out the stares she felt on her back. If everything happened for a reason, if there was an explanation for all that had happened, she wanted to know. 

She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Lord, I’ll settle with knowing that you remember me.

“Jesus knows the number of hair on your head. He cares about you so much that He takes an interest in every area of your life, even the ones that you don’t think matters,” the pastor said.

Then why did you let all this happen?

“We may not know the answer to everything, but that doesn’t matter. God made it simple; all we have to do is trust. Trust that if the devil throws lemons at you, He will make lemonade out of it. Trust that the plan He has for you is a good plan.”

She sighed softly. Trust. That was easier said than done.

Once service was over, the woman beside her leaned over and said, “So, you’re the one who bought the haunted house.”

Paige cracked a smile. “I—”

“Come on, Paige. I’ll introduce you to some of the neighbors.” Once again, Mrs. Seymour’s hand wrapped around her wrist and dragged her away. “Stay away from that vulture.”

Paige bit down on her lips to stop herself from laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Mrs. Seymour asked with a hint of suspicion.

“Nothing,” she quickly said.

Mrs. Seymour arched her brow, but spared Paige of any further questions.

Mrs. Seymour introduced Paige to many of her friends, giving her a background on who the person was. Most of the people Mrs. Seymour introduced were long-time friends who had volunteered in church.

Whenever they went up to someone, the person would stop whatever he or she was doing and greet her affectionately, welcoming her to town.

Her brain churned while she shook all the hands and smiled warmly at everyone. She tried hard to remember all the names, silently thanking God for all the improve-your-memory books that she’d read.

She never imagined herself having to describe after church mingling as fast-paced, but being pulled around and given all the information about the various people were slightly overwhelming.

“And this is Jane, Jane Cassells,” Mrs. Seymour said, moving her closer toward a woman. “Jane, this is Paige Watson.”

Jane gave Paige a small nod, adjusting her black metal spectacles. Her copper-brown hair was tied back in a low ponytail with her fringe pushed aside, hanging just below her brows.

“Hi, Jane,” Paige said with a bright smile.

“Hi,” Jane replied, her hand moving to push her fringe further to the side, then tugged at her ill-fitting long sleeve shirt. 

“Jane works in the library,” Mrs. Seymour added.

“What a great place to work. Quiet and relaxed.”

“Celia!”

Paige jumped, gasping, and turned to see another copper-hair woman waving Mrs. Seymour over.

“You girls talk.” Mrs. Seymour turned to Jane. “I’ll see what your mom wants.”

Paige drew in a deep breath through her nose, glad for the break from meeting new people. She glanced over at the copper-hair woman and back at Jane. “You look just your mom.”

“Short and pudgy.”

“You’re not pudgy, you’re petite. The type that guys will want to protect.”

Jane adjusted her spectacles again. “If only.” Her tone wasn’t rude. In fact, it seemed inclined toward some deep-seated despair.

“Are you all right?” Paige blurted.

Jane blinked, looking right into Paige’s eyes. Then, her brows drew closer and her hands moved over to adjust her spectacles.

“So, what you do at work,” Paige continued before the atmosphere got more awkward.

“I’m in charge of returning the books to the right place, checking the system to make sure that books are returned on time. Basically everything.”

“That’s quite a lot of work.”

Jane opened her mouth to reply, but her eyes flickered over Paige’s shoulders and she suddenly turned mute. Jane’s hand moved to rub down one of her arms while tilting her torso away.

Paige looked over her shoulder and saw the woman who was sitting next to her in church trotting over. Next to that woman was one of the two younger women who had turned up at her house.

“Hi again,” the woman greeted her with a wide grin and raised brows. Her affability seemed forced and insincere. “I’m Jaslyn Bradley, and my daughter,” she moved her hand behind the golden blonde, “Gloria. I believe you met her yesterday.”

“Yes, I did.”

Paige couldn’t help noticing Gloria’s long acrylic nails adorned with crystals. Just looking at her nails felt heavy.

“So, I heard Justin is working for you?”

Though the older Bradley had made it sound like a question, it felt somewhat like an accusation to Paige. “He’s helping Travis out.”

“You know his story, right? His mother was an alcoholic and a complete…well, she was basically the town’s whore,” Gloria whispered, as if she was letting Paige in on a secret.

Paige’s eyes widened. That was a rude thing to say. Even if it was true, there wasn’t a need to bring it up after all these years.

“He used to get up in the morning and roam the streets in search of his mom.” Bending her torso forward, Gloria continued softly. “There was this time his mom passed out drunk on our lawn and I saw him checking her pulse before dragging her back,” Gloria said and rolled her eyes. “How pathetic, right?”

Paige shook her head. She couldn’t imagine what life was like for Justin. No wonder he didn’t miss home. Those memories, the life he had as a child…

Gloria took a small step closer. “He’s always been a loner even since he was in school. Doesn’t speak to anyone, except when picking a fight.”

Mrs. Bradley took a step into the tiny circle they had formed. “And I heard Justin had followed in his mother’s footsteps,” she said. “You’ve better be careful. You don’t want your roof falling over you while you sleep.”

Clasping her arms behind her, Paige took a step back from the mother and daughter. “He isn’t like that.”

She hadn’t spent much time with Justin, but each time he was with her, she felt safe. 

He was quick to observe everything that was wrong in the house, even deducing that she was from New York and was hiding from someone.

There was no way someone as alert as he was could be a drunk.

“Do you know that the Webbers are divorced because of his mom? They weren’t the only ones,” Mrs. Bradley continued as if she hadn’t noticed Paige’s disgust with them. “And they say he was out with a different woman every night while he was at Cheyenne. Someone saw him.”

Paige couldn’t help rolling her eyes. “There’s always a they say, but 99 percent of those aren’t true.”

Mrs. Bradley laughed dryly. “I’m sure this is the one percent. Trust me. For someone with such a rotten mother, he won’t be far behind.”

No wonder Justin and Mrs. Seymour didn’t like them.

She pinched her lips into a thin line, drew in a deep breath, then continued. “I don’t know him very well. All I know is that he’s been extremely helpful. He has shown gratitude those who was there for him. And he’s big-hearted enough that despite what you say of his mother, he still rebuilt his old house for her.”

Her short speech stunned the Bradleys.

Mrs. Bradley gave a crack of scornful laughter. “He must be doing very well now. Can’t wait to snap up the money pot, huh?”

“I’m sure Gloria would know that better than me. She was the one who came knocking on my door in hopes of getting Justin to go out with her.”

The amiable facade on Mrs. Bradley’s face faded. She straightened and jutted her chin out, glaring down at Paige with stiff, pinched lips.

“Paige’s right.” Mrs. Seymour burst in. “And why do you care? I distinctively remembered you being the one who declared to everyone in town that Justin would never amount to anything.” Mrs. Seymour arched her brow at the Bradleys. “Come on, Paige.”

Pushing the Bradleys aside with her clutch, Mrs. Seymour dragged Paige along and pulled her back toward the car. “Vultures, I told you,” Mrs. Seymour muttered. 

From behind, she heard Gloria screaming at Jane for something.

Paige looked over, just in time to see Jane scurrying away.

“They’ve been like that since high school. I don’t understand why Jane bother to hang out with them.” Moving over to the car, Mrs. Seymour continued. “Victor, you’re right. This girl has it in her. You should hear what she said to the Bradleys.”

“What did you say?” Mr. Seymour asked as he slipped into the car.

“The truth?” she said uncertainly.

On the way back, Mrs. Seymour filled her in on the Bradleys.

The Bradleys own the town’s grocery store. It was a successful business, and most people found Mr. Bradley to be a nice person.

Mrs. Bradley, on the other hand, always thought she was better than everyone else because they were considered to be one of the richer families in town. So Mrs. Bradley did everything she could to make the town turn their back on Justin and his mom.

To her, they were the outcast; the untouchables.

“His life is like a soap opera,” Paige said her thoughts out loud.

The Seymours laughed.

“Maybe that’s why he’s unhappy. Being back here, facing the people and the memories,” she stated.

“You believe that running away will solve everything?” Mr. Seymour asked.

“Running away?”

“He hadn’t been back here for nearly 10 years.”

“10 years? I thought he was coming in and out of town due to his work.”

Mrs. Seymour shook her head. “He left. He left for nearly 10 years. He’s only gotten back recently. That was why Victor and I were saying how much of a coincidence it was for the two of you to meet.”

“So you haven’t seen him for 10 years?”

“Oh, we have. Every year he’ll send us some tickets for a cruise or to some place for a holiday. He’ll pick us up at the airport. I don’t know what brought him back this time.” Mr. Seymour turned into the lane and parked the car.

Justin’s car was right in front of Paige’s house. At least someone is utilizing the space.

She stepped out of the car and saw Justin on the Seymours porch, lying lazily on the swinging two-seater, his legs hanging out by the side.

“Hadn’t slept enough?” Mrs. Seymour chided as she walked across the deck to the door.

“I was up early, running errands for Miss Watson over there,” he said as he pushed himself up on the chair.

“Running errands for me?”

“We forgot to buy the paint for the front porch.”

“Oh, I was thinking we could use the paints that I already have.”

“It’s not suitable. You need tougher paints; otherwise it’ll start peeling very quickly.”

“You should’ve told me, I could’ve gotten them.”

“I wanted to buy something else anyway.”

“That’s nice of you,” Mrs. Seymour said. “But it’s no excuse to skip church.”

“I don’t mind going to church. I mind having to entertain the people after church.”

“We’ll go cook. You kids go watch TV or something.”

“I can help,” Paige offered.

“You can help by accompanying him. Otherwise, he’s going to start looking around for things to fix or buy.”

Paige laughed softly. “Okay,” she said, moving over to sit next to Justin. “Do you think I can have something like this over on my front porch?”

“You like this?”

“Yeah, it’s cute.”

“Shouldn’t be too difficult to find. So, tell me. Who did you meet in church today?”

“Mostly Mrs. Seymour’s friends. Oh, and Jane.”

“Jane Cassells?”

“Yup.”

“Still shy?”

“Very.” She chuckled. And rather afraid of Gloria, she thought. “What else did you buy?” she asked before Justin could ask her another question.

“Another paint sprayer. It’ll be faster with two.”

“I should pay for that.”

Justin shrugged. “It doesn’t cost much, and I can use it in the future anyway.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “And, I just found out that you haven’t been in town for 10 years. So I’m not the only new-in-town; you’re sort of new.”

“Someone has been gossiping after church,” he teased. “I’m not new in town. I left, then I came back.”

“Why?”

Justin leaned forward, leaning his elbows on his knees. “I don’t know.”

She bent forward and waited for him to turn his gaze toward her. “Welcome home,” she said softly and stood. “I, for one, am glad that you and your paint sprayers are here.”

Justin broke into a grin.

“Can I ask another favor?”

“What do you need?”

“We have some time now. Do you think you can practice driving with me? Like reversing up the slope and down. And parking.”

“How did you survive before you got here?”

“There are subways and taxis.”

He shrugged. “It is impossible to find parking space in New York.”

Her smiled grew wider. She could tell he was fairly certain of his deduction and was merely teasing her. She promised Andrew she wouldn’t tell anyone what had happened and why she had to leave New York so suddenly, but surely not denying was fine. 

“Please?” she said, already going down from the porch.

He stood and followed. “New York. And the ex-boyfriend?”

“Stop it.” She laughed, but bit down on her lips when she saw the hint of seriousness in his eyes. “I didn’t move here because of my ex-boyfriend. I moved here for a fresh start over something I’d rather forget.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” She arched a brow. “So no more fishing?”

“I’m sure you found out more than the fact that I haven’t been here for 10 years.”

Paige blinked, not knowing how to reply.

“It’s juicy gossip, but you haven’t asked me about it.”

She frowned. Was she supposed to? She thought he would rather not be reminded of those memories.

“So,” he said and stood from the chair. “I promise I won’t tell anyone that you’re from New York, and no more fishing.”

“Thank you.”
  



















Chapter Six




The old, crumbing house that Paige had moved into was slowing turning into a livable house. In a month, the bathroom had been given an overhaul, all the interior walls were painted, and the floorings for her second floor and staircase were completely done.

Once the bathroom was ready, she moved back into her house despite Mrs. Seymour insistence of her staying until the house was completely ready. Paige couldn’t keep imposing on Mrs. Seymour forever, but she promised Mrs. Seymour that she’d continue to dine at their place.

So, every morning, except on the weekends, she would go for her run. She no longer saw Justin when she was out running. But with all the work he was doing around the house, there probably wasn’t any need for him to get any additional exercise.

Every day, they would have their breakfast and dinner at the Seymours. Lunch would be settled at her house, eating her stash of frozen meals, or what Justin called ‘junk’.

Her life fell into a routine, and she loved routines. The only difference was the time spent on lunch. Each day, the lunch she and Justin had were getting longer.

They no longer work separately either. 

When she was painting, he’d be helping her. When he was ripping the floors off and taking the kitchen cabinets apart, she’d help him clear away the pieces he’d taken down.

She ditched her iPhone, giving up the Italian lessons and audio books she was listening to while working so that they could continue with whatever conversation they had over lunch.

She loved listening to his stories of the things he had seen. He had clearly amassed lots of stories with all his traveling throughout the years.

As serious as he was when working, he had a lighthearted nature that always made her smile. 

She was beginning to enjoy herself so much that she felt somewhat guilty for looking forward to seeing Justin each morning.

She did just end her relationship with Cole before coming over.

But she couldn’t help the way she felt.

She had found him attractive, especially when his hair was slightly wet from the rain and his darkened hair matched against his dark mysterious eyes. But he was tall and well-built; qualities that reminded her of Andrew, qualities that she’d come to associate with overprotectiveness.

From the first night she’d met him, she was comfortable around him. Andrew and his friends were much larger than Justin was, so she wasn’t intimidated by either his height or built.

Then, as they worked together, she began noticing how different Justin was.

Justin never instructed her on what to do, and never tried to takeover when he thought she was struggling with a particular task. He would help her, either by providing better tools or teaching her some trick to complete the task, but he never treated her like a baby who couldn’t do anything.

Her lips parted, morphing into a smile as she thought about how Justin had gone downstairs to find her jumping around and still wincing from the pain of her fingernails bending backward when she was peeling off the wallpaper.

She hadn’t screamed or anything. It was mere coincidence that he saw her.

He had gone up to her, took her hand, and asked her what was wrong. His voice was harsh and serious, but after making sure that she wasn’t bleeding, he relaxed and listened to her account of silliness.

He had laughed and headed out, returning with a flat scrapper. He handed it to her, but pulled it back at the last minute. He made her promise to tell him if she needed any help.

Once she’d nodded, he gave her the scrapper and went back upstairs to work.

He did come down periodically to check on her, but that was it. He didn’t hover over her, telling her what was the best way to do it or how she was doing it wrong.

Then, they began working in closer proximity and she began noticing more of him. 

While Andrew carried bulging muscles, probably a necessity for carrying his heavy field pack and guns, Justin’s muscles were lean and sculpted. 

Each time Justin picked up something heavy, each time he was busy working on something, she couldn’t help but allow her stare to linger for a moment longer than she should.

Closing her eyes, Paige pushed her hair back and turned off the shower.

If only there was a way to know that Cole had moved on, that way, she wouldn’t feel so guilty over having such a great time with Justin.

She sighed softly. 

Andrew did tell her that Cole had called once, and he’d given Cole the letter she’d written; the letter explaining her decision to leave and apologizing that she didn’t think they belonged together. 

Since then, Cole hadn’t called Andrew again.

Maybe Cole had clean forgotten about her.

Paige got dressed and moved to the window. She ran her hand down the edge of the curtain; down the line where the cloth had been folded back and stitched, feeling the grains of the cloth against her finger. She gazed out onto the streets and watched Justin parked his car in front of her house.

A fresh start was exactly what she needed.

She couldn’t remember when was the last time she looked out of her window from her apartment in New York. Her curtains were always drawn, and she didn’t allow herself to stay by the windows. 

She turned as the classic iPhone ringtone sounded from her bed. Moving over, she stared at the unfamiliar number across her screen. 

This is a new phone. There’s nothing to be afraid of. She took in a deep breath and picked up the call as she went down the stairs.

“Hello?” a lady said on the other end.

She sighed softly. “Yes?”

“Miss Watson?”

“Yes.” Paige opened the door and smiled at Justin.

“I’m Mrs. Garner, calling from Pine Bluffs High School. Are you still interested in the math teacher position?”

She closed the door behind her and straightened. “Yes.”

Mrs. Garner went on to tell her that one of the math teachers might have to leave in two months time and the position would be opened.

Two months were a long time without work, but it was still way better than having no job at all. 

She bit down on her lips, trying to suppress her excitement. 

When she noticed Justin staring at her, she bounced down the steps from her house and right into Justin. 

He reached out and held her by her waist.

“I got the job,” she mouthed, her free hand pointing at her phone. “I got the job.”

Paige took in three deep breaths while Mrs. Garner promised to call again to let her know when she would have to go down to settle the paperwork. “Thanks. Yes. See you.” She hung up the call and threw her arms over Justin. “I got the job!”

He laughed and wrapped his arm across her waist. “Congrats.”

“Thank you,” she said and suddenly realized the position she was in. She pressed her lips into a thin line and stepped back. “I still have to wait another two months, but it’s something. Let’s go out for dinner tonight, my treat. I’ll ask the Seymours along.”




Justin dropped his arms and watched Paige half skipped over to the Seymours. He didn’t want to let her go, she was so warm and soft, and the scent she wore was really soothing.

He didn’t know what it was, but she smelled like she’d just came out from a spa.

He shook his head and followed Paige.

He shouldn’t be thinking about how warm she was or how nice she smelled. He shouldn’t be thinking about spending more time with her.

He was only there to help with the house until Travis was ready to return to work. 

Then he would leave Pine.

There was no reason for him to remain here.

“Sure, that sounds like a good reason to celebrate,” Mr. Seymour said.

“You can pick the place.” Paige looked over her shoulder at him. “I haven’t had anything to eat in town.”

“There’s a pizza place.”

“Okay,” she chirped.

“Oh, why don’t you and Justin go ahead? We’re too old for a late night out,” Mrs. Seymour stated.

“It won’t be late. We’ll just have dinner at the pizza place in town.”

“But—”

“Please,” she begged. “You took me in and has been feeding me since I’ve been here. It’s the least I can do. It won’t run late, I promise.”

Mrs. Seymour shot a glance over at Justin, and he realized she was trying to get his support. He rolled his eyes and said, “Come along.”

“Oh, all right.”

“Great.” Paige grinned. “I need to call my brother. You guys go ahead, don’t wait for me.”

Justin watched as she went out the door, the brilliant smile still on her face.

“So, Travis still busy accompanying Amy? Surely he can get back to work already.”

“Have you seen Amy? She might go into labor anytime.”

When Travis had told him that he was ready to get back to work, Justin brushed it off and told him to accompany Amy with the same reason he’d given Mrs. Seymour.

Travis didn’t want to trouble him, but one false labor sent Travis into a fluster and he forgot all about Paige’s house.

“That doesn’t mean Travis has to be by her side every minute and second of the day,” Mrs. Seymour pressed on.

He grabbed the pot of coffee and poured some into his cup, then into Paige’s cup.

“And I thought someone was in a hurry to leave town. Said you’ll only be here for a day or two,” Mrs. Seymour added.

“You want me to leave Pine while Paige’s house is still in a mess?” he said, pouring some milk into Paige’s coffee.

“So you’re going to leave once Travis take over?”

“Are you sick of seeing me?” Justin retorted. “All these years, you keep bugging me to come home. Now that I’m back, you can’t wait for me to leave.”

“I didn’t say I want you to leave. I’m simply asking if you’re leaving.”

“You’re leaving?” Paige asked, closing the door behind her.

“No. Not when your house isn’t done,” Justin assured.

“Oh.” She picked up her cup of coffee and took a sip. “So you’ll leave once the house is done?”

“No,” he blurted. Damn. What was he thinking? Of course he was leaving, that was his plan all along.

The smile returned to her face, and she nodded. 

“Really?” Mrs. Seymour asked with an arched brow. “That’s a surprise.”

Justin shot her a glare.

“But you’re supposed to work on some of the houses over at Cheyenne, right?” Paige asked.

“If I stay there, I’ll have to pay for the hotel. Might as well stay at my own house.” He stared at Mrs. Seymour, expecting her to add another scathing remark.

“That sounds absolutely logical,” Mrs. Seymour said and smiled at him.

After breakfast, they went back to Paige’s house. He began to lay the hardwood floor boards while she sat cross-legged on a step of the stairs with her laptop and an IKEA catalogue.

He glanced over occasionally. Each time, he would find her eyes glued to the screen. Her level of focus was exceptional. She didn’t fidget about or go into a daydream. 

She sat there, her eyes on the screen, the whole time he was working on the floor. 

When he was done, he walked over and found her clicking away on her phone. He sat beside her while she continued churning out numbers on it.

“What are you calculating?” he asked and peered over at her laptop. He knew she was buying IKEA furniture online; wouldn’t the shopping cart do all the calculations for her?

“The installation fees.”

“For what?”

“For everything. I don’t even have a hammer or a screwdriver.”

“I have all of that.”

“Even if you lend me all the tools, I doubt I can fix up the cabinets and all. I don’t want things falling down on me. It’s better to let them do it.”

Justin sighed and pulled the phone from her hands. “I’ll do it.” He looked at the screen and continued. “For a much cheaper price than this.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’ll still cost you.”

She broke into a grin. “And how much will it cost me?”

“Dinner.”

“I’m already treating you dinner tonight.”

“Not tonight, of course. Another dinner.”

She licked her lower lips and placed the catalogue down beside her. With a flick of her fingers, a spreadsheet with a list of furniture along with their prices appeared.

“I’m ordering the kitchen cabinets, my wardrobe, cabinets for the bathroom, furniture for my bedroom and study, and stuff for the living room.” She turned her laptop screen toward him. “You’re going to fix all this up for one dinner?”

“Hmm,” he narrowed his eyes, “then how many dinners do you suggest?”

She chuckled softly. “Justin, it’s a lot of work.”

“Five dinners, then.”

“No, I’m paying you. I insist.”

“I thought you have a budget.”

Paige rolled her eyes. “I’m trying to be prudent, but I’m not absolutely broke. I’d two very well-paying jobs, I do all right.”

Two jobs? Most people only had to do that when they’re getting minimum-wage. He stared at her, studying her expression. Again, he was all curious about the past she had left behind, but he had promised he’d stop prying into her past. 

“Travis got me here to fix up your house; he’s getting paid for that. This,” he said, pointing to the laptop, “this is me volunteering my service. I have plenty of money, I don’t need more of that from you.”

“And with all that money you can’t buy your own dinner?”

“Five dinners. And those junk in your fridge doesn’t count.”

“They’re not junk. They’re tasty. You said you like the four cheese pizza.”

“I said it tastes good. I didn’t say I like it.”

“So you don’t like things that taste good?”

He reached over and took the catalogue she’d set on the floor. “Show me what you’re getting.”

She leaned over and searched for the pages she had folded down, pointing out the ones she was intending to get. Again, her spa-like scent floated toward him as he breathed in.

His arm twitched and he tightened the grip on the catalogue. Instinctively, he wanted to put his arm over her shoulder and pull her closer.

Pushing her hair behind her ear, she said, “I’m thinking of getting them in all the same color, easier to match them that way.”

He took in another deep breath.

“What do you think?” She turned to him and waited for his reply.

He blinked, snapping out from his trance. “Yeah.” He nodded, not really knowing what he’d answered.

She nodded, then flipped on toward the back of the catalogue. “Here’s my real problem. I don’t really know what I’m looking for.”

He looked down at the book that had been turned to the kitchen section.

“Should I get the hydraulics for the drawers and all? And there are so many types of handles.”

Justin grinned. He enjoyed being the one she looked to for help.

He couldn’t quite understand why, but it made him feel good. 

He explained to her all the pros and cons of the small components and helped her with the online planning of the kitchen.

Only after everything was settled, did she stretch and sigh softly. 

He stood from the steps and pulled her to her feet. “I’ll head home for a shower, see you in a while.” He almost leaned over and kissed her, but caught himself before he did anything crazy.

“Okay.” She opened the door for him. “See you later.”

A gust of wind rushed in through the door, causing her hair to wrap around her neck. He reached over and pushed her hair over her shoulders before he knew what he was doing.

Paige’s eyes widened for a moment, her lips parting.

He dropped his hand and said, “I’ll see you later.”

“Yeah.”

They turned from each other; he headed over to his car while she closed the door behind him. He went home and took a shower, refusing to think about what was wrong with him.

When he got back to the Seymours, Paige was already inside. She stood in a black sleeveless top and jeans, holding a gray cardigan in one hand and a small black clutch in the other. “And this?” she asked Mr. Seymour as she picked up a photo frame. “This looks recent.”

“Oh, this was when we went on the cruise last year.”

She bit down on her lips as a giggle escaped. “I didn’t think you’d own such a shirt.”

Justin grinned and strode up behind Paige. He remembered that shirt. Mrs. Seymour thought it was necessary for Mr. Seymour to own a Hawaiian shirt since they were on a Hawaii cruise. “It wasn’t his choice.”

Paige turned to him. “You’re here.”

That was when he realized she didn’t jump at his voice, at the closeness of his sudden presence. She hadn’t done so for a while now.

Since working together on the house, she seemed to have gotten used to him being around. She laughed again as she set the photo down.

“I should hide the photo somewhere else.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh. It’s just you look so different.”

“I think, it’s a very nice picture,” Mrs. Seymour stated as she came down the stairs, wearing one of her Sundays ensemble.

“It is. And it belongs right here.” Paige laughed again, softly, as she turned back to him. “Why weren’t you wearing one of those shirts?”

“Because I’d rather jump overboard than get caught in a picture with that shirt.”

“Aah…”

He grinned, glad that he hadn’t made things between them uncomfortable. 

“Shall we?” Mrs. Seymour asked. “Victor will drive.”

“I drove here; I can drive us there.”

“No, no. Victor will drive.”

Justin shrugged and trotted out behind Paige. When they got to the car, he stepped forward and opened the door for her, then got in after her. Paige shifted into the car and moved to the other side while he stayed on his, leaving some space between them.

Throughout the drive, Paige kept her eyes on the streets.

“What are you looking at?”

She broke into a smile and glanced over her shoulder. “Nothing.” Prying her eyes from the window, she angled her torso toward him. “Just a habit.”

“Habit?”

“Yeah, my dad used to play this memory game with Andrew and me. He’d test us on the roads and landmarks that we passed by on a trip somewhere. Andrew and I were really into it. It sort of became a habit, I guess.”

“Then why do you need a GPS in your car?” Mr. Seymour asked.

She grimaced. “I usually remember the route once I’ve driven there, but I can’t read the map for the initial directions.”

“You don’t know how to read a map?” Justin asked.

“I do. It just takes some time. I don’t know how people figure out where they’re supposed to go while having to drive and watch out for the traffic at the same time.”

They all laughed. Justin leaned over to Paige unconsciously. Again, thoughts of pulling her into his arms and kissing her dominated his mind.

He closed his eyes and pulled himself back, shifting to stick his back against the door. He wanted to leave as much space between them as he could.

But when they got to the restaurant, the Seymours got into one side of the booth, leaving the other side to Paige and him.

He stepped aside and allowed Paige to slip in before sitting beside her.

After placing their orders, she rubbed her hand against her arm and looked around her.

“Where’s your cardigan?” he asked.

“In the car I think. I had it with me when I got into the car, right?”

“I think so. I’ll check it for you,” Justin said, already stepping out from the booth.

Paige slid across and grabbed his arm. “It’s okay, I’ll get it.” She stood and asked, “Mr. Seymour, can I have the keys?”

“It isn’t locked.”

Justin tried to hide his grin, angling his face away from Paige.

That habit reinforced his belief that she was from New York. Not only did she lock her car each time she stepped in and out of it, she always locked her house’s door whenever she went over to have breakfast or dinner over at the Seymours.

She would still lock the door even when he was there with her in the house.

She frowned when she saw his smile but didn’t question him. “I’ll be right back.”

He had barely gotten back into his seat when he heard a series of click-clops getting louder.

“Hi, Justin. The new girl finally let you out from the house?”

Justin’s nose twitched at the overpowering sweetness of Gloria’s perfume. His hand curled into a fist and he moved it under his nose, hoping to filter out some of the stench.

He peered out from the booth and toward the door, not bothering to reply Gloria.

“She’s trying very hard to snatch you up, isn’t she? She pretended to be all protective over you when we were talking to her the other time.”

“You mean when you were gossiping about Justin,” Mrs. Seymour corrected.

He turned to Mrs. Seymour. Since Paige always went to church with Mrs. Seymour, how did the Bradleys and their allies manage to sink their claws into her? “What happened?”

“We were merely asking about you when she behaved as if you were her property.” Gloria moved to sit beside him.

He remained seated where he was, refusing to move in to make space for her.

Unable to balance from the lack of space, she stood and adjusted her tight dress. “I’ll leave you all to your dinner, then,” she said curtly.

“What happened?” he asked when Gloria turned to leave.

“She’s back. You better take her here before Gloria descend on her,” Mrs. Seymour commented.

Justin stood just as Gloria went over to her. Paige smiled politely, but had twisted to the side, hoping to step away from Gloria.

Gloria moved to block her, but he reached his arm across, stopping Gloria and taking Paige’s hand. “What took you so long?” he asked, pulling her toward him and leading her back to the booth.

“One of Mrs. Seymour’s friends saw me and chatted with me for a while.”

“Are you two dating?” Gloria asked, following them back to the booth. “You’re fast. You pretend to be all sweet and harmless, but you’re actually a sneaky little thing.”

“Enough,” Justin said, finally looking up at her. “Go have your dinner, and we’ll have ours. Leave us alone.”

Gloria shot Paige a glare of contempt, then went back to her own seat.

“That was mean.”

Mrs. Seymour laughed at Paige’s comment. “You look like the studious type. Don’t tell me you’ve never been bullied in school.”

“You’d think so, especially since I was in advance placement. But no, not really.”

He wasn’t surprised about Paige being in advance placement. She seemed to love learning. When she was painting, she had her earphones in and were apparently learning some language. He didn’t know it was Italian until he asked.

Then, he found out she’d learned Spanish in school and was going to learn French after.

She was the kind of over-achieving student that most kids would hate.

“How’s that possible?” Justin asked.

“My brother was very popular in school.” She paused as the waitress served their food. “And he was huge, even at his age. He’s bigger than Justin now.”

That explained why she was so comfortable around him since the first day they met. “So by relations, you were protected.”

“It wasn’t just him. Drew’s a born leader, so he’d this group of loyal friends who were really nice to me, too. The girls were always nice to me. I guess they were hoping that I’d say something nice for them. And after the flag pole incident, no one in school dared to bully me.”

“Flag pole incident?”

She laughed softly. “Once, this boy, I don’t know why, came up to me in the hallway and pushed my things onto the floor. Somehow, Drew heard about it. The next day after school, the boy was tied, half naked, to the flag pole with the words ‘I am an idiot’ scrawled over his chest and stomach.”

“Gosh, your brother must have been a terrifying boy,” Mrs. Seymour said, half-laughing.

“That’s not all. The boy kept yelling over and over again that he was an idiot and he was sorry for pushing Paige Watson’s stuff onto the floor.”

“Your brother is very protective,” Mr. Seymour noted.

“He is,” she agreed. “He got a week of detention. But after that, even after he’d graduated, no one ever bullied me.”

“Even after he graduated?”

“Yeah. He had friends who were still in town, they kept an eye on me and they weren’t shy about roughing anyone up.”

“Your boyfriends must have been terrified of him,” Mrs. Seymour stated.

“Oh, I didn’t date until I was in college. And by then, he was in the army.” She smiled wryly as she said that. “I made sure I didn’t tell him anything he would have to worry about. I wanted him to concentrate on coming home alive.”

“And he’s back now?”

“He is. Thank God he is. And this time, he won’t have to go back.” Then she sighed and change the subject. “So besides work, where it was more of a backstabbing thing, no one ever said such mean stuff to my face.”

“So what happened at church for her to be so mean?” Justin looked over at her and waited.

She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Nothing. Nothing important,” she eventually said.

“I like to hear about unimportant things.”

She played with the ring on her finger, pulling it off then putting it back on. “Nothing you haven’t told me, except with a little exaggeration and an additional dose of malice.”

He kept his eyes on her, refusing to let it go until he got a straight answer.

She looked over to Mrs. Seymour who was busy ignoring her. Licking her lips, she turned back to him. “She told me about your mom’s drinking and…and her bad relationship choices.”

“You’re very political.”

“Let’s stop talking about this.”

“In a minute,” he assured. “I want to know what you said.”

“I told the truth and I was slightly mean in return. So I guess we’re even.”

“I know what she said,” Mrs. Seymour interjected. “Something about you being helpful and big-hearted. Nice stuff.”

Paige turned to Mrs. Seymour, her brows raised. But Mrs. Seymour was back to ignoring her.

“You have been helpful,” Paige said.

“And the big-hearted part?”

She pursed her lips then tried to buy time by chewing her bite of pizza for the longest time. 

“I’ll wait.”

She rolled her eyes and swallowed. “I heard you built your house for your mom, even after everything. I thought that was big-hearted.”

Justin frowned at Mrs. Seymour.

“What? Was that a secret?”

Paige took a sip of coke and suddenly said, “Do you all know that Italian is the most romantic language in the world?”

Justin shook his head, his lips forming a grin. She seriously needed to work on her skill of changing subjects.

“Oh, is it?” Mr. Seymour asked.

“Si,” she answered. “Italians used to speak different dialects and couldn’t understand each other. So this group of intellects came together and picked the most beautiful words of the different dialects, resulting in the Italian language they speak today.”

“Is that why you’re learning Italian?”

“Not really. I like learning new stuff; it’s fun.”

“That’s interesting,” Mrs. Seymour said. “How do you say, you kids are walking back home because I need to go to the grocery store?”

“We can go with you.”

“No, I take forever at the grocer, Victor knows that. Just take a short stroll home, it isn’t far. Good exercise, too.”

“Okay,” Paige agreed without argument.

And again, another belated enlightenment. No wonder Mrs. Seymour insisted on taking Mr. Seymour’s car.

He took a bite of his pizza. He wasn’t leaving right then anyway; no harm spending a little more time with Paige. “Fine.”
  



















Chapter Seven




After dinner, the Seymours drove over to the grocery store, leaving Paige and him to walk home. Paige took out her cardigan, draping it over her arm as they strolled along.

“How was high school for you?” Paige asked with a smile.

“I wasn’t bullied. I wasn’t popular, but I was rather large for my age and I never ran from a fight.”

She laughed softly, pushing her hair back behind her ear. “I don’t doubt that.”

He loved her smile; something about it always made his own lips curl.

“Most people stay away from me. Everyone knows about my situation, but I guess as a kid, you won’t know what to say or how to behave.”

He watched Paige’s head bobbed up and down.

“But there are others—like Gloria—who shunned me simply because they despised me.”

“And Travis?”

“Travis and Amy were the two who were brave enough to talk to me.”

“There are plenty of brave souls who want to talk to you now.”

“You know, Mr. Seymour fought in the Vietnam war.”

“He did?” Paige’s brows rose. “He’s pretty strong, even now. Gosh, Mrs. Seymour must’ve had a really tough time then.”

“Not knowing if he was dead or alive?”

“Yeah.” She smiled wryly. “I used to call my mom every day and night because I’m afraid to receive her calls. I’m afraid it’d be a call to tell me that Andrew’s hurt or,” she choked on her words. Clearing her throat, she continued. “Or dead.”

She laughed nervously, pulling the ring in and out of her index finger. 

Justin could understand. He never needed an alarm clock to wake him up. Every morning his eyes would shoot right open, and he’d be drenched with fear that his mother might be dead. He would make a quick sweep of the house, looking for her. 

Sometimes, she’d be right outside the house. Sometimes, he would have to put on his shoes and head out to look for her around town.

When he found her, he’d always put his finger to her nose and check if she was still breathing.

“I can’t tell you how my heart dropped when we heard he was shot.”

“That’s why he’s back?”

“No, that was a few years back. He went back to Afghanistan the moment they declared him fit for duty.” She sighed. “It was his duty, he’d said.”

He laughed when he saw Paige rolling her eyes. “He’s brave.”

“I wanted to kill him myself. He had served; I think he’d covered his duty.” She paused for a moment. “At least he’s home now. Lost half of one leg, but he’s home.”

His eyes widened, sending Paige into a lighthearted laugh.

She shook her head, her lips easing into a small, rueful smile. “He was in a humvee when they got ambushed. His humvee got hit by some bomb. It’s a miracle he’s even alive.”

“How is he coping?”

“Good. He has his prosthetic leg fixed and is apparently up and running as he was before.” 

Her words grew softer toward the end and that made Justin wonder if she truly believed what she had just said.

Silently, they strolled along side by side while he looked down the streets.

“Can I ask you a question?”

He nodded.

“Why didn’t you want to come home? Why did you leave for 10 years?”

“I never felt this place was home.” He could sense her eyes on him and the heartache she felt for him.

“Then where do you feel at home?”

He drew in a deep breath. “I don’t know.” He’d been to so many different places, but none of them was appealing enough to make him stay.

She reached over, giving his arm a gentle squeeze. “I’m sure you’ll find it someday, especially when you’re moving around all the time. You’ll find a place you can call home.”

He didn’t reply her. They continued strolling along until he suddenly asked, “Can I ask you a question?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“You looked upset when Mrs. Seymour said I was leaving.”

“What’s the question?”

“Why?”

She licked her lips and pressed them into a thin line. “I don’t know many people in town, so I hope you’ll stay. Besides, you’re the only one I know who can refresh my forgotten driving skills.”

He stopped walking and turned to her. “So when you get to know more people, when you become confident of your driving skills, then you’ll be fine with me leaving?”

It was his intention to leave anyway. Her answer shouldn’t matter to him, but he realized it did. He wanted to know what she was thinking. He wanted to know if it would matter to her.

She turned back to him, standing half a step in front of him. 

She licked her lips, and he thrust his hands into his pocket so that he couldn’t reach up and rub his thumb against her lips.

“Do you hate this place so much?” she asked, gazing at him.

“Depends on who and why she is asking me to stay.” He took a step closer and leaned in. “So, when all that happens, will you still be sad if I leave?” he whispered.

She kept her eyes on him. Her lips parted slightly, and he decided his answer could wait.

His lips had just brushed against hers when he heard someone yelling his name.

“Justin!” the unknown guy hollered again. “I thought that was you!”

And that idiot couldn’t see he was busy?

Paige turned away from him. He spun around, sighing when he saw Keith. Without a word, he turned back and placed his hand on Paige’s back, nudging her forward.

“One of those pretentious people?”

Justin grinned.

Instead of taking the hint, Keith caught up with them. “Hey, back in town, huh? And you must be the haunted house woman.”

“Haunted house woman?” Paige mumbled.

“Let’s go,” Justin said.

“Come on.” Keith gave Justin a mock punch on his arm.

Justin stopped and shot him a glare, then continued moving. 

Keith muttered something as they walked away, but finally got the message that he wasn’t welcomed.

“He seems friendly.”

“Let me give you an orientation of the people in town.” Moving his arm over Paige’s waist, he pulled her closer. “This town is separated into two main groups of people. The Bradleys and their allies, then the Seymours with their friends.”

“I noticed. After church, the congregation usually separates into two groups.”

“And those on the Bradleys’ side will start being mean to you.”

Paige frowned.

“Don’t worry. If anyone pushes your things onto the floor, I’ll tie him or her to a flag pole.”

She laughed softly. “I’ll hold you to that.”




Paige was extremely aware of the arm around her waist as she looked up at Justin. Her heart was still fluttering from the kiss they almost shared.

But almost immediately, the delirium from the slightest touch of his lips faded and guilt took over.

How could she get over Cole so quickly?

“What is it?” Justin suddenly asked.

“Huh?”

“You look distracted.”

“No,” she said. “It’s nothing.”

“One thing I’ve realized. When women say it’s nothing, there’s something.”

She licked her lips.

“Is it about the kiss?”

Pursing her lips into a thin line, she sighed softly.

“So there is an ex-boyfriend. Or boyfriend.” His hand dropped from her waist and he took a step to the side, observing her face.

“No,” she assured. “I mean yes.”

Justin blinked, his face blanked.

“There’s an ex-boyfriend. No boyfriend,” she quickly clarified.

“You’re still in love with your ex?”

“No.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “I broke up with him over a month ago, right before I came here. It doesn’t seem right for me to move on so quickly.”

“Why did you break up with him?”

She grimaced, chewing on her lips. “I realized I didn’t love him. I saw him as more of a friend, I suppose.”

“Then what’s wrong with moving on?”

She shook her head in a wry smile. “You’re going to think I’m a terrible person.” She paused, then looked up at him. “I broke up with him on the night he proposed.”

“Ouch.”

“I didn’t break up with him because he proposed,” she explained. “I met him that night with the intention of breaking up with him. I’d no idea he was going to propose. I mean we had such a major fight a few days before that, I don’t know what he was thinking.”

“So what did you say?”

She lifted her hands to hide her face. “I gave the worst response.”

“Which was?”

“Oh my God, no.”

Justin laughed. “Was it in a restaurant or something?”

“It was. It was this really posh place, everyone was whispering, and I had to yell my rejection.” She shook her head, dropping her hands. “He stormed out of the restaurant after that. Can’t blame him; I embarrassed him in front of everyone.”

“Still, he shouldn’t leave you alone to deal with all the stares,” he said. “Is that why you don’t want to take your things from his place?”

“No,” she answered. “I don’t live with him. I did leave New York two days later, but it wasn’t because of him; it was already planned. He refused to picked up my calls after that, so I sort of left without saying goodbye. I did write him a letter, though. Drew met and passed it to him when he finally called.”

Justin nodded. “So how long do you think is appropriate before you can kiss me back?”

She bit down on her lips and turned away, but the corners of her lips curled anyway.

He held her by her shoulders, getting her attention. “I promised I won’t fish, but promise me something. If you need help, from whatever it is that you don’t want to talk about, you’ll ask me. And promise you won’t up and leave without saying anything.”

The seriousness of his tone and the sincere concern in his eyes melted her heart. 

She drew in a long deep breath through her nose and sighed.

She’d promised Andrew that she wouldn’t breathe a word to anyone about what was haunting her. She knew Andrew was worried that she would meet with the same response she’d received over the years.

Paige didn’t know how Justin would react, but she couldn’t keep him in the dark.

“I want to show you something,” she said. “But you have to promise that you won’t tell anyone else, not even the Seymours.”

Justin narrowed his eyes. “I promise.”

They were a few minutes away from her house. She widened her steps, knowing that Justin, with his long legs, could easily keep up.

When she entered her house, she headed up to the luggage in her room.

Justin was right behind her as she took the white box out from the luggage and sat on the floor.

He stared at the box, then up at her.

She patted on the space next to her. “Do you remember asking me if I was running from something or someone?”

He shifted closer toward her and crossed his legs. “Yeah.”

“The answer is someone.” She breathed in through her nose and sighed. “It started around three years ago. I got home and got a letter in the mail. It was some sort of love letter. There wasn’t much in it, just some admirations about my looks and so forth.” Her hands ran across the lid of the box.

She pulled the box closer, saying, “The letters came once a week on the first month, then thrice a week. Three months into it, I began getting flowers along with the letters.” 

She could almost recite all this without thinking now. Three times, she had tried reporting it to the police. Then when Andrew found out, he had drilled her over and over again on the details.

“At first, I brushed them off thinking it was a prank. Then,” she said, opening the box, “then I got these.”

She handed him a couple of envelopes.

Justin flipped open the flap and pulled out the photographs. “Photos of you,” he stated as he went through them.

“All taken at a distance.”

“You didn’t know someone was taking your photos?”

“No. Not until I got them.”

She stared at the various photos that Justin was scanning through. 

“This guy is cataloguing your life.” He continued flipping through the photos. “There are so many; you don’t remember seeing someone around you with a camera?”

She sighed, her shoulders slumping. “You see all sorts of things in New York. There are so many people, so many things happening. I guess I sort of shut out my surroundings. I tried recalling exactly what was happening around me at those moments when the pictures were taken, but I can’t remember much.” She reached over and turned one of the photos over. “I went through the photos so many times, and I recorded down whatever I could remember of the photos on the back.”

“On my way to work,” Justin read the words written on the back of the photo. He flipped another over. “At bar with friends. 14 May, 8.30 p.m.”

“I began doing that when the photos kept coming. I don’t know why I did that. Maybe I thought it’d help organize my thoughts or something.”

“Why do you keep them?”

“I used to tell Drew everything, but he was still in Afghanistan. I thought I’ll keep them and show it to him when he gets home. I thought that by then, I’d probably be laughing over how paranoid I got over a stupid prank.”

Justin’s brows drew closer as he studied photos.

Another soft sigh escaped her lips as she turned back to the box. “For a couple of months, the letters and the photos kept coming. I didn’t care much for letters, but the photographs were getting me worried. I didn’t know what to do. There wasn’t any return address on the letters; I had no clue who was sending these to me. So I did what I could. Each time the florist delivery came, I rejected the flowers.” She swallowed hard before continuing. “That was when I got these.”

She took out a new stack of letters and handed them to Justin.

His brows rose as he read them. “Hate mails?”

She nodded. “I guess I pissed him off by refusing the flowers. But each time one of those letters came, another would come the next day, stating how sorry he was and to forgive him.” She gave him another bundle of letters. “Then, the letters and photos came daily. Sometimes, I got a few letters a day.”

“You didn’t report this?”

“I tried, but the police said they couldn’t do anything.” She twirled the ring on her finger. “So even though the letters kept coming and was getting crazier, there was nothing I could do.”

“Crazier?”

“Some of the letters criticize me for wearing something he didn’t like. Some of them calling me a whore for speaking to a particular guy, even if it was just some random guy on the street asking for directions.”

She swallowed and pushed him the whole box.

“Then the calls began. Sometimes it’d just be heavy breathing. Sometimes, it’d be this…this low, machine-like voice telling me how beautiful I looked in something I wore that day. Sometimes, it’d be to scream at me, telling me that I’m a bitch or a whore for speaking to guys.” She ran her hand through her hair and closed her eyes. “The calls were the worst,” she mumbled.

“It started three years ago,” Justin said. “You couldn’t find this person for three years?”

She pulled her legs up against her chest. “No. For over three years, I kept going through all this in my head. I tried thinking of suspects, I stared down everyone who walked past me, who smiled at me.”

“You didn’t tell anyone?”

She laughed dryly. “Everyone kept telling me that I was thinking too much, that I should simply enjoy the flowers I was getting.” She sighed. “I know it sounds silly, but I couldn’t go anywhere without thinking that someone was watching me.”

Justin shook his head while he perused through some of the letters.

“Cole was the only one who was supportive.”

“He was the only one who believed you.”

She nodded. “And after Cole and I got together, the frequency of the letters and the photos dropped. I thought the worst was over, but a few months later, they returned in stacks. Again, some letters telling me how beautiful I was, some stating that I’m a whore for betraying him.” She pulled out more letters from the box, showing Justin what she meant.

“This guy has serious issues. You didn’t try reporting it again?”

“Yes. But the police I spoke to refused to file a report. He said that none of the letters threatened my wellbeing.”

“So the letters kept coming. This guy never showed up or anything.”

“I wished he did. If he’d showed up in my face, then at least I’d know who I’m dealing with. But no, he never did, not in my face anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

She chewed on her lower lip, then pointed over to her luggage. “I always arrange my things in a certain way.”

A corner of Justin’s lips snaked up. “I noticed.”

“Same thing for my house. I always place my creams and all with their labels facing forward, and they’re arranged in the sequence that I’m supposed to use them.”

His smile got wider, but he was quick to remove it.

“I know. I know it’s weird, but it’s a habit. I like my things neat,” she explained. “So that day when I came home and noticed that the sequence of the jars was placed in the opposite direction with all their labels turned inwards, I knew someone touched it.” She let go of the ring and hugged her arms. “I went crazy, but Cole told me that I was dreaming, and that I probably forgot how I placed my things.”

“That guy was in your house.”

She nodded with absolution. “I don’t forget how I place my things. I never leave my things around. I’ve always arrange my things in a particular manner. Drew used to tease that I have some form of compulsive disorder. I know how I arrange my things, and someone switched it on purpose.”

“And because it was something so trivial, no one else would think much about it except for you.”

She nodded again, this time with tears in her eyes. “He was in my house. He touched my things. He could’ve been hiding somewhere inside. I couldn’t stand to stay there. I…” She closed her eyes as the words got choked in her throat. “Cole kept telling me that I was acting crazy. He told me to calm down and take the pills the psychiatrist gave me. I got so angry I yelled at him. I don’t even remember what I said. After that, I called a taxi, grabbed some clothes, and headed to the airport. I went back to my mom’s house and when she saw the state I was in, she called Drew.” She sniffed and turned away from Justin.

He shifted closer to her and wrapped his arm over her shoulders. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “This is why you left with one luggage.”

“Drew told me to make it look as if I was going on a holiday. He went home with me, stayed for a few days, and helped me prepare everything. He left a couple of days before and met me on my way here.”

Justin looked into the box and took out a bottle of pills.

“The psychiatrist prescribed that; it was supposed to reduce my anxiety. I didn’t like to take it; it made me useless. I couldn’t think properly, I couldn’t focus, and I felt faint whenever I took it.”

He dropped the bottle back into the box. “And now?”

“Now I feel like I can finally breathe again. I don’t have to look over my shoulders when I’m out. I don’t have to check my wardrobe or under my bed before I can sleep.”

“Why are you still keeping these?”

“Drew says to keep it in case I need to report it or something.”

Justin dumped all the letters back into the box, closing the lid. 

“That’s why I can’t take my furniture here. That’s why I can’t sell off my house in New York. I don’t want to risk the person finding out where I am.”

“That’s why you don’t have credit cards.”

She nodded.

“Was that why you left Cole? Because you wanted to leave everything behind?”

“No. When I was back at my mom’s house, I realized I didn’t miss him. My need for him derived from the need of a support. I didn’t love him, I merely needed someone to stay with me so that I wasn’t afraid. I know how selfish it sounds, but I truly didn’t realize it until I was back at home, away from everything.”

“That’s why you’re feeling so guilty,” he stated.

Paige had to admit that was so. 

“That was why you were so frightened that night when we heard the noise from downstairs.”

She nodded again.

He pushed the box away from them. “Do you want to find out who did this?”

She laughed softly. “You know a guy for this, too?” She stifled her laughter when she saw how serious Justin was. “I think Drew is working on it. He hadn’t said anything, but I know he won’t let things go like that.”

“Okay,” he said. “Do you miss your home in New York?”

“Home, for me, has always been where Drew and my mom are. So, I don’t miss the house in New York, but I do miss them.”

“You should be safe here. No one new can come into town without creating an uproar. But if anything, anything at all, makes you think that something is wrong, you call me and head over to the Seymours. Can you do that?”

She nodded, stifling another burst of laughter.

He tucked her hair back behind her ear, then ran his finger down the side of her cheeks, down along her jaw. “You’re safe now.”

She smiled at him even as she raised her finger to her temple. Talking and thinking about the letters always gave her a headache. 

Justin gently took her hand, placing it down onto her lap. He kissed her lightly on her forehead and pulled her into his chest, his hand stroking her head and down her hair. “You’re safe now,” he repeated.

She closed her eyes and smiled, her hand reaching up to hold his T-shirt.

“Do you want me to stay and accompany you tonight?”

She shook her head again. She didn’t know what she wanted. All she knew was that she didn’t want to leave the safety of his arms.

“Do you want to stay at the Seymours?”

She loved the low, musky voice he was speaking in; so soft, firm, and assuring.

“No.”

He didn’t ask her anything else. He held her tighter against his chest, leaning his cheek against her hair.

“Tell me something, anything.” She simply wanted to keep hearing his voice.

“You want to know how Mrs. Seymour got Mr. Seymour to wear that awful shirt?”

She laughed and nodded in his chest. “Yeah.”
  



















Chapter Eight




“Lunch is ready.”

Justin pushed the door of the wardrobe to the side, sliding the door left and right, making sure it was working fine. “Your wardrobe is ready.”

“Yay. My clothes finally have a place to go.” She grinned.

“What are we having today?”

“Four cheese pizza.”

Though he didn’t like eating microwaved frozen meals, he had to admit the four cheese pizza was pretty good. He headed down the stairs with her and sat on the new hardwood floor. Over the past week, while waiting for her furniture, he had ripped off the old floorings and replaced them with the wooden panels.

It was a lot of work, but he had managed to complete them before the furniture arrived.

“Do you know how to cook?” Justin asked.

She laughed softly as she pulled the box of pizza closer toward them. “Simple stuff like spaghetti and salad.”

“Salad doesn’t count. And when you say spaghetti, are you referring to boiling the pasta then pouring in the ready-made sauce?”

“No.” She rolled her eyes. “I can make the sauce, too.”

He took a bite of the pizza and glanced at the boxes in the living room.

“Are you sure I can’t help?” Her forehead puckered.

He reached out and pressed his finger against her forehead. “You are helping.”

“I’m just passing you the stuff you need; it doesn’t seem like much help.”

He put down the slice of pizza and pulled her chair closer toward him. “I like you close by.”

She bit down on her lower lip and turned away while her lips curled up.

He grinned at her reaction. He wanted to continue teasing her, but her reaction always made him want to pull her in for a kiss.

He pushed the thoughts from his head and changed the subject. “Do you want to go buy some plates and stuff for your kitchen and bathroom?”

“Oh, I’m meeting Jane on Friday to go shopping. I’ll get the stuff then.”

“In Cheyenne? You’re driving?”

“Yeah. We’ve been practicing. Besides, my car can park itself.”

He had been practicing with Paige over the weekends and she was getting better. But whenever it came to parking manually, she would get all panicky. “Your parking is fine. You just need to trust yourself.”

“Do you want to get anything?”

“Some real food?”

“The stove will be here by Friday?”

He nodded and said, “It’ll be here tomorrow.” 

“Okay.”

“Really?”

“You said you’ll be done with all these tomorrow. So when I get home on Friday with the real food, you won’t be here anymore.”

“Chasing me out already? I remember someone still owes me five dinners for all this.” His thumb jerked toward the stack of boxes in the living room.

“I remember. If I make the dinner, does it count as two since it takes more effort?”

“No. And after looking at the amount of work, I’m thinking of raising it to 10.”

“That’s ridiculous. We agreed on five.”

“You don’t have much of a choice. Either we bump that up to 10, or you’ll have to do it on your own.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“Yes it is.”

She laughed softly. “Fine, 10.” She took a bite of her pizza.

“Besides, you still want the deck, right?”

“Yeah. I almost forgot about that.”

“So, when you get home on Friday, I’ll be here.” He picked up another slice of pizza and took a bite. 

“What?” Paige asked. “Feels like you have a question for me.”

“Why did you have to hold two jobs in New York?”

She shrugged. “I don’t like to waste my time. Going out to party at night feels like a waste of time to me. And I kept reading on the news about how veterans couldn’t find jobs.”

“You’re worried about your brother.”

She nodded slowly. “I thought I could set some money aside for Drew. Why?”

“The photos you received; they chronicled your life. And it just seems like you didn’t do much.”

“I know I have a boring life.”

“Then when you were painting, you used to learn Italian while working. You have to make full use of all your time.”

Paige arched a brow and waited.

“I’m curious to know what do you do for fun?”

“I read.”

“That’s not fun. What do you do for fun outside the house?”

Paige picked up her glass of water and took a sip.

“After lunch, we’re clearing this, then I’m taking you out.”

“What?” She set her glass down. “But we’re not done here. All the boxes—”

“You have an issue with leaving things half done?” He leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at her.

She shook her head. “Fine.” Again, she looked over at all the boxes leaning against the wall.

Justin stretched his hand across the table and took her hand. “Leave it. They’ll still be here when we get back.”

“Where are we going?”

“Outside, for some fun. Wear jeans.”

“Okay,” she said, dragging out the second syllabus.

“Don’t look so worried. I promise we’re not jumping out of a plane or anything major.”

She shook her head, laughing. 

They finished up lunch and cleared up the place. After which, Justin went home for a quick bath and returned to pick Paige up.

He got out of his car and went over to the passenger side, opening the door for her.

She hurried over in her blue denim jeans and black T-shirt. “Am I dressed right?” she asked with a smile, looking down at her black and white sneakers.

“Yeah.”

She got into the car and asked when he got in, “Where are we going?”

“Cheyenne.”

“For?”

“For fun.”

She stared at him for a moment then turned away from him.

Justin took at peek at Paige. He could understand why her brother was so protective of her.

She was so trusting. 

He couldn’t imagine how life in town would’ve become for her if she had ended up befriending the Bradleys and their allies first. She was nothing like them. She didn’t like to gossip, and she stood up against them when she thought they were going overboard.

Then there were the letters.

If he’d known, he would’ve chosen a better security system; the best that technology could offer.

Even as he thought about that, his mind was made up. He was going to stay in town until she started work. At least by then, she wouldn’t have to stay in the house alone all day.




“Lions Park,” Paige read the capitalized white words against the brown signboard.

Justin grinned as they drove past the two tower like structure guarding the entrance into the park. 

She propped her elbow by the window and looked out at the trees on the green grass patch that was right beside the road. 

There weren’t many trees in Pine Bluffs and most of them were of the basic green that didn’t spark much interest. She gaze out at the various types of trees and the different shades of green. Amid the greens stood a few that glowed light orange.

She thought about the last time she took a stroll through Central Park during the cherry blossom season. That was years ago, and she had only gone there because her mother was visiting and she knew her mom would enjoy the view. 

She got out of the car and looked around, placing her hand over her brows, shielding herself from the glare of the sun. She turned around when she heard Justin closing the driver side door. “Where are we going?”

“Nowhere. We’re just going to walk around.”

She pursed her lips and looked over at the park. She always had a destination and a point in going anywhere.

She only shopped when she knew exactly what she wanted to get; she didn’t enjoy walking around the mall to look at everything.

“It’ll be fun. Come on.” Justin stepped away from the car and stretched his hand toward her.

She moved over and took his hand. “Have you been here?”

“When I was much younger. The Seymours used to take me here once in a while.”

There wasn’t many people in the park. A few couple sat on the few benches facing the lake, having a quiet lunch. 

Paige moved up to one of the glowing orange trees and ran her finger along the leaf’s veins. 

“The colors will get darker, redder towards October. We can come back again,” Justin said, standing right behind her. 

She tilted her head toward him and closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth radiating from his chest. 

He took her hand again and continued strolling toward the lake, moving toward a small shelter with some canoes and paddle boats. 

“We’re not going out on the lake, are we?”

“You can’t swim?”

“Of course I can, but I’m not good at it. And I hate canoeing; my arms don’t have the strength for that.”

“We’ll get the paddle boats. I’m sure your legs are strong enough.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Wait here.”

Justin went over to the man seated in the shelter while she looked out at the empty, unmoving lake. She took in a deep breath, taking in the slightly damp but fresh air. Mixed into the air was a light pine scent, probably from the trees surrounding the other side of the lake.

Justin jogged over with a grin. “Ready?”

“No, but I don’t think I have a choice,” she said grudgingly. 

He led her over to the boat and helped her in. She had one leg in when the paddle boat shook.

She tightened her grip on his hand and he immediately reached over to support her elbow.

“It’s okay, I got you.”

She sighed and smiled. His soft, serious voice always spoke right to her heart.

She got in and Justin kept her hand in his until she was seated.

“You all right?”

“Yeah.”

He went around and got in. “Let’s go.”

She laughed and started paddling. They paddled all the way out to the middle of the lake when Justin shifted his leg off the paddle.

“Let’s play a game.”

She tipped her head back. 

“Come on. That’s today’s objective. To do stupid things and waste time.”

“All right. What game do you want to play?”

Justin pulled out his phone from his back pocket and waved it. He scanned through the app store and downloaded the monopoly game.

“We’re going to sit in the middle of the lake and play monopoly. Are you serious?”

“I’ve already downloaded it. Loser will be pushed off the boat.”

“Can I push you down now?”

He placed his phone on his lap and twisted his torso toward her. “You think you can push me off the boat?”

She pretended to crack her fingers, but ended up laughing. “You’re irritating.”

He reached over and brushed his thumb against her lower lip. “You’re beautiful.”

That voice. She pursed her lips and looked down.

“Let’s begin,” he said. “Choose your token.” He handed the phone to her.

They played the game while paddling around the lake, with Justin teasing her about her impending dip in the lake.

Paige laughed so hard that her sides were aching, and her cheeks were so sore that it was becoming a torture to laugh. “Please stop,” she begged, her hands wrapped across her abdomen.

Justin pushed her hair back, smoothing down her hair. “Are you having fun?”

She focused on taking a few deep breaths before answering. “I guess so, but it’s getting kind of torturous.”

With another few rounds, Justin won the game. He returned the phone to his pocket and reached, grabbing her firmly by her shoulders. He gave her a jolt, then grinned when she didn’t cringe or show any fear.

“You’re not going to push me in,” she stated matter-of-factly.

“And you know that because?”

“Because if you do that, I know Mrs. Seymour will nag at you for the rest of your life.”

He leaned in closer until their eyes were leveled. “Is that a threat?”

“Absolutely.”

He grinned and ran his hand down her jaw. “I’ll let you off this time.”

They paddled back and continued to explore the place on foot.

Three hours into their do-stupid-things-and-waste-time day, she went into the washroom and her eyes widened when she saw herself in the mirror. 

She had to stop skipping her sunscreen. 

Her forehead, bridge of her nose, and cheeks were flushing pink. She wet her hands and patted them against her face. She checked her arms and repeated the process on them.

She didn’t want the day to end just yet.

They hadn’t done much but talked and laughed over the past few hours. They still had tons to do back at home, but she didn’t care.

She wanted to continue wasting the day away with Justin.

For I know the plans I have for you, plans for good…

Maybe this was why everything happened; a fresh start. 

God never forgot her.

What she thought was an escape from her stalker, a loss of her job and things she had in New York, was God’s way of reminding her what was truly important.

She stepped out of the washroom and grinned at Justin.

“Tired? Do you want to head back?”

“No, I don’t want to go back yet.”

His lips curled to reflect her grin, but his brows suddenly drew closer and he moved his hands as a shield over her forehead. “Sunburn?”

She swept his hands away. “Just a little.”

“We’re leaving,” he said. “We’ll go somewhere else with shade.”

Her smile returned. “Okay.” She placed her hand into his outstretched palm. “And where is that?”

He shrugged. “Anywhere.”
  



















Chapter Nine




Since the epiphany she had on the lazy Wednesday afternoon, Paige had begun to realize how little fun she had in the past. She thought about the photos and the life she had before the stalking. 

The stalking didn’t destroy her life. She didn’t have much of a life even before then.

She was working all the time.

Whatever free time she had, she spent it on volunteering at the soup kitchen, reading, or learning something new.

She did went out with friends for meals. She did visit her mom at home when she had to clear her annual leave and spend time at the hospital with Andrew when he got sent home from an injury.

But she couldn’t recall spending an entire day doing nothing but having fun and laughing.

It was good for her to be here.

Paige pulled up in front of Jane’s house and smiled when Jane got into the car.

“Hi,” Jane said with a small smile. “Thanks for letting me come along.”

Last Sunday at church, Paige had mentioned that she wanted to go over to Cheyenne to buy some towels and sheets for her new bed. Since Jane was right there, Paige casually asked if she would like to join her.

Jane appeared genuinely surprised, but was quick to agree.

“Don’t be silly, it’s great to have company.” She headed toward the mall in Cheyenne without the help from her GPS.

“How’s the house coming along?”

“Good. Everything inside is almost done. Left with the front deck.”

Jane nodded, her hand moving to fiddle with her fringe.

“Is everything all right?”

Giving her a dry laugh, she put her hand down and asked, “Are you seeing Justin?”

Paige laughed softly. “I didn’t know you gossip.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything. It’s just everyone has been talking about it.”

“Really?” She frowned and turned to her. “Tell you what. You tell me what they say, and I’ll answer your question. I’ll even tell you which is true and which isn’t.”

Jane beamed. “Aren’t you afraid that I’ll tell others what you told me?”

She turned to Jane and pretended to study her expression. “Hmm, I don’t know. I think you can be trusted. You won’t let me down, will you?”

“No. I promise I won’t say anything, not even to Mrs. Seymour or my mom.”

Paige nodded with a wide grin. “Okay, so tell me.”

“Justin has been at your house 24/7.”

“24/7? As in staying over?” She turned to Jane and saw her head bobbing up and down. “Nope.”

“You guys went out to dinner, then took a romantic walk home?”

“We were actually forced to walk back. Mr. Seymour drove, and after dinner, Mrs. Seymour said she’d to go to the grocer and sent the two of us walking back.”

“Oh…”

“But,” She paused, taking a quick glance over at Jane. “It was kind of romantic.”

“They said you guys kissed.”

“Almost.” She knew Jane would probably be expecting some explanation, but she wasn’t really comfortable about sharing the details. 

“Are you guys officially a couple?”

“No,” she answered. 

“Oh…” Jane mumbled. “You two would make a cute couple. You’re both so good-looking.”

“That’s nice, thanks. For the part about me being good-looking, not the couple thing,” she quickly clarified, then laughed.

“And you?” Paige asked. “Am I allowed to ask if you’re seeing anyone in town?”

Again, Jane reached for her hair.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Complicated?”

Jane nodded, her eyes moved to gaze out of the window while her hands formed a strong clasp on her lap.

“Jane.” Paige stopped at the red light and continued. “You are okay, right? If you need anything, if there’s anything I can do…”

“Thanks,” Jane mumbled. 

The traffic light turned green and Paige was about to step on the gas when she saw Jane tearing up. “Did I say something wrong? I’m so sorry.”

“No, no.” Jane sniffed and used her finger to brush away the drop of tear hanging precariously on the edge of her eyes. “Just ignore me.”

Paige hesitated for a moment, then stepped on the gas and continued toward the mall.

Once they got to the parking lot, she switched on the park-assist and allowed technology to do its job.

“Wow,” Jane exclaimed as the steering wheel began moving by itself. “I’ve seen this in the commercials, but being in the car is really cool.”

“Yeah, I know. What my lousy skills lack for, technology makes it up.”

“But what if it spoils? I mean these things tend to break down after a while.”

“That was what Justin said. Don’t worry, I’m practicing.”

They headed into the mall and started shopping around, with Paige buying towels and all the other things her fully renovated house needed. Even with Jane’s help, they could only carry that much. So she bought only enough cutleries for two people, just enough for the dinner she was supposed to prepare.

As they were moving past a boutique, she noticed Jane staring at a dress in the window display.

“See something you like?” 

“No, I can’t wear a dress like that.”

“Why not?” Paige asked, staring at the sleeveless sundress.

“I just feel better with loose fitting clothes.”

Paige gave Jane a head to toe scan. Each time she saw Jane, she was wearing some form of long sleeve shirt that appeared a size or two larger that what she should be wearing. Her top would be matched with a box skirt that would reach her shin.

Jane’s outfit that day was slightly different.

Instead of the stiff, old-fashioned skirt, Jane was wearing a pair of light blue denim with a red and white checkered shirt.

Paige pinched her lips and said, “You can definitely pull that off.” She put down the handful of bags she was holding and reached over, gathering all the loose material of Jane’s shirt on her back. 

Jane was caught off guard, and with the bags in her hands, she couldn’t react.

“Paige.” Jane took a step away, pulling her shirt from Paige’s hand. “I’m not like you all, I can’t pull off a dress like that.”

“You all?” Paige arched a brow and waited.

Jane opened her mouth to speak, but bit down on her lips at the last moment.

Paige wondered how long Jane had been hiding behind her glasses and her oversized clothes. She picked up all the bags on the floor. “Let’s put all these bags in the car and go get our hair done. I’m really tired. I can definitely use some pampering.”

It had been some time since Paige got a hair cut. She could use a trim.

“Oh, I don’t…I’ll wait for you at the coffee shop.”

“Come with me, please?” Paige looked over and saw Jane drawing in a deep breath. “Please?” she pleaded before Jane could turn her down.

“Okay. I’ll wait in the shop.”

“No, you’ll get your hair washed and cut. My treat.” She widened her steps, hurrying to the car and back to the mall before Jane could come up with an excuse to get out of it. 

With her hands free of bags, Paige looped her arm around Jane and dragged her into the hair salon. 

Jane was quite uncertain about getting a new haircut, but after much persuasion, she gave in. 

“I love the color of your hair. It’s so vibrant,” Paige commented, trying to get Jane’s wide, concerned eyes off the mirror. She leaned forward and took Jane’s spectacles off the laminated dark wood shelf. “Have you tried wearing contact lens before? It’s so much more convenient.”

The hairstylist must’ve caught on to what Paige was trying to do. He agreed with everything Paige said and encouraged Jane to try them. With the hairstylist as her accomplice, Paige managed to convince Jane.

Over at the optical store, Paige watched as Jane finally got her contacts in.

Jane rubbed her hands down her jeans before twisting them together. “Are you sure about this?”

Though Jane wasn’t wearing her spectacles, her hand moved over to where her spectacles rim used to rest on her cheeks. 

Paige pulled Jane’s hand down. “You look great.” She bent down and looked into the mirror. “You definitely should get them. Your specs will destroy your new hairstyle. Look how nice your hair frames your face now.”

After another fifteen minutes of persuasion, Jane made payment and it was on to the next stop. In the next two hours, Paige got Jane a whole new makeup set and the dress in the display window. Then, they went on to buy a few more dresses, another bag of clothes, and four pairs of shoes.

Worried that Jane would simply keep the new clothes and shoes in the bags, Paige coaxed, begged, then guilt Jane into wearing one of the dresses they had bought.

With her makeup, new haircut, and contacts, Jane looked like another person.

Paige grinned and stuck both her thumbs up. “You look great!”

Jane rubbed her hands down her new black dress with an adjustable zip down to the belt on her waist. 

“Just one thing.” Paige stepped forward with her palms raised by her chest. Then moved over to the zip and pulled it down slightly. “There’s no need to zip it all the way up. It’s nicer like this.”

Jane turned to the mirror and tugged at the end of her dress. “It seems a little short.”

It was barely above her knees. “The dress is fine, and you look good. Let’s go.”

They were about to return to her car when they bumped into Gloria and her gang of friends. Paige had seen them hung out after church, but she hadn’t spoken to any of them besides Gloria.

She did recognize the guy who caught up with Justin and her the other night. Keith, she remembered. And the woman who had shown up at her house along with Gloria.

“What the hell did you do, Jane?”

Jane smoothed down her hair and her hand reached over to her cheek before dropping down to her side. 

“You think some makeup and a haircut will make a difference?”

Paige’s eyes widened, and she blinked at how rude Gloria was. No wonder Jane had no confidence. Even if Jane had any, it would’ve eroded after years of hanging out with such poisonous tongue. “I think she looks beautiful.”

“Looks like someone found herself a new best friend,” the woman beside Gloria said.

“Keith,” Gloria said, almost in a purr. “What do you think?”

Keith blinked, then gave a nonchalant shrugged when Gloria gave him a nudge. 

Paige couldn’t be bothered to speak to Gloria or her friends. She grabbed Jane’s arm and gave her a nudge. “Let’s go.”

Jane followed along, but Paige noticed her glancing over at Keith several times even as they headed toward the parking lot.

She didn’t say anything until they were in the car. “The complicated relationship,” she said, putting the key into the ignition, “does that have something to do with Keith?” She started the car and pulled out of the lot like Justin had taught her. When she was finally out of the parking lot with her car safe in one piece, she continued. “You can do better.”

She hadn’t spoken to Keith before, but his reaction to Gloria’s provocation disgusted her. Even if Jane and him weren’t in a complicated relationship, he should’ve stood up for Jane.

“He isn’t like that when we’re alone. I don’t know why, but he just becomes a jerk when he’s with them.”

“So you’re secretly dating?”

“No, I don’t know.” Jane stared out of the window. “We’ve never gone out in public. I think he’s embarrassed of me,” she said softly.

Paige could feel the hurt in Jane’s words. “Then why?”

“I don’t know. When he’s with me, he’s different. He seems to care.”

But not enough to bring you out. She pursed her lips, stopping herself from speaking out her thoughts.

“I know, you must think I’m an idiot.”

“No. I just feel that you’re mistreating yourself,” she clarified. “Do you think that things with him will ever change?”

Jane’s hands twisted together.

“I didn’t tell you that you look great because you’re my friend, or because it was my idea for you to make these changes. You do look amazing.”

“Still, it isn’t good enough for him,” Jane whispered.

Paige sighed softly and pressed her lips into a thin line.

She didn’t want to be a wet blanket, neither did she want to give Jane any false hope. But when the silence drew on and Paige saw Jane’s vacant stare, she caved. “Things could change. If you really like him, you have my support.”

Jane smiled wryly. “Please don’t tell anyone.”

“You have my word.” 

“You’re like Justin.”

“Justin?”

Jane turned over to Paige. “Once, in school, I accidentally spilled a few drops of water on Gloria’s dress. She screamed at me and purposely splashed a cup of coke onto my white T-shirt in front of the whole canteen.”

“Gosh.”

“Everyone pointed and laughed; everyone except Justin. He came over, handed me a spare T-shirt from his bag, and shot a glare at everyone around.”

Paige broke into a smile. “That’s nice.”

Jane nodded along. “But he never brought it up again, never even speak to me. When I returned his shirt and thanked him, he merely took it back with a nod. Is he that quiet with you?”

“People change, he isn’t like that now.” When Paige pulled up outside Jane’s house, she turned to her. “Promise that you’ll wear something we bought to church.”

“What?” Again, Jane’s hand reached over to her cheek.

“I’ll pick you up and we’ll go together.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” Paige said and got out of the car, helping Jane with some of her bags. “I’ll see you on Sunday. Remember how to put on the makeup?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Call me if you forget.”

Putting down the bags in the living room, Paige turned and went back to the car. “See you on Sunday.” She returned to her car and drove back to her house.

After a whole day of shopping, she was starving and her legs were aching. Maybe she’d just leave everything in the car until tomorrow.

She drove passed Justin’s car and up the slope to her house, grinning as she pulled up the handbrake. “Without a scratch,” she mumbled and got out.

“Well done.”

“Thank you,” she answered, recognizing Justin’s voice. “I’m so tired.”

He laughed as he got to his feet. “I thought women love shopping.”

She covered her mouth and yawned softly. “Oh! I forgot to buy the groceries.” She closed her door and plodded over to Justin.

“I thought you wanted to buy your sheets and all. You didn’t get anything?” he asked, meeting her halfway. “You look different.”

“I got my hair done. Just trimmed it, nothing much. And all the stuff is in my car. I’ll unpack them tomorrow.”

“I’ll do it.” He stretched out his hand, palm facing up.

She couldn’t let him do it. She was exhausted, but she was sure building a deck was more tiring than her shopping trip. “It’s all right, I got it.”

She turned around, but she felt Justin’s hand on her waist, spinning her back.

He took the car’s key from her hand and ran his hand through her hair. “Why don’t you head around the house and open the back door for me.”

“Justin—”

“Then, if you want, you can come back around and help me with the bags.”

“Okay,” she said, but didn’t step out of his arms. She wanted to drape her arms across over his neck and snuggle against his chest. 

“Too tired to move?”

She wanted to close her eyes and take a nap on the spot. Shaking her head, she stepped away from him. “No.” She moved on to the back of her house, reaching into her bag for the keys.

“Why are you so tired? You didn’t buy much.”

“Shopped around for Jane.” She was about to go back to the car when she saw Justin with all the bags in his hand.

“Where do you want them?”

“On the dining table. I’ll deal with them later.”

She pulled out a chair only to push it in again. She didn’t think she could stand up if she allowed herself to sit. It was almost dinner time and they should head over to Seymours. “Why didn’t you wait in the Seymours’ house?”

“I figured you might need help with the bags.”

“Will you do me a favor?”

“You already owe me 10 dinners.”

She grinned and nudged him lightly with her elbow. “Come with me to church this Sunday.”

“Why? You have a premonition that I’ll need to tie someone to the flag pole?”

She laughed softly. “Maybe.”

“You’re not going to explain?” 

“Can I explain tomorrow?”

“Are you sure you want to cook tomorrow? You seem exhausted.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Justin took her hand, hooked it over his arm and onto his elbow. “We’ll eat out tomorrow. Or I can cook.”

For someone who kept calling her frozen meals ‘junk’, she was sure he could cook. “I’d like to try your cooking, but I said I’d do it, so I will. Don’t worry. I’ll let you know if I’m too tired.”




“Good morning,” Justin said as Paige strolled toward him, her eyes focused on her phone.

She looked up momentarily. “Morning.”

“What are you looking at?” He walked alongside her and took a peek at the phone in her hand.

“I’m double checking if I missed any ingredients.”

“Have you unpacked your stuff?”

“Some. I’m washing the curtains and the sheets.”

“Are you sure you want to cook today? We can postpone it.”

“No, I’m not that tired anymore.” She slipped her phone into her bag and looked up to smile at him. “Good morning,” she said sweetly. “Sorry, was a little preoccupied.”

Justin took her hand and draped it over his elbow. “Do you still want me to go to church with you?”

“Yup. If you don’t mind, that is.”

“I don’t mind going, but I want to know why. Did you run into some problems in Cheyenne yesterday?”

Her head tilted over toward him, her cheek touching his shoulder. “No,” she assured. “Nothing is wrong with me. It’s Jane.” 

Justin pushed open the Seymours’ door and held it open for Paige. 

They greeted the Seymours and Paige went on to explain the makeover and their encounter with Gloria and her group of friends.

She was sure the change in Jane’s look would bring about some talk and she wanted Jane to have some support from them. Since most of the people hadn’t quite dare to make stupid comments to Justin’s face, she thought it’d be good for Jane to have him around.

When Mrs. Seymour heard what Paige had done for Jane, she went on and on about how that was exactly what Jane needed.

Jane’s situation in school was similar to Paige, except for the lack of a protective brother.

Jane was the smart one in school, and the popular kids who hung out with Gloria Bradley always made fun of her. The entire gang of popular kids treated Jane like a slave, making her do things for them, but never included her in any of their outings or parties.

“I like her. I like her from the first day I met her,” Mrs. Seymour rattled on even as Paige took some of the dishes into the kitchen. Once Paige was inside, Mrs. Seymour turned and stared pointedly at him. “It’s been over a month, and I’ve helped set up opportunities for you. Why haven’t you asked her out?”

They fell silent as Paige came out.

Mrs. Seymour handed her another few plates and returned to stare at him when Paige went back into the kitchen.

“What made you think I haven’t?”

“So have you?”

He didn’t know if the dinners she owed him counted. 

“Have you?”

“She’s cooking me dinner tonight.”

Mrs. Seymour rolled her eyes at him. When she saw Paige coming out from the kitchen, she casually said, “I heard you’re cooking tonight.”

“Yeah. You want to join us?”

“No.” Mrs. Seymour waved it off. “I’ve already bought what I want to cook tonight.”

“Oh, should we have informed you earlier? I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be silly, I can leave the extras until tomorrow. Have you bought all the groceries?”

“Not yet. I got caught up with yesterday’s shopping and forgot all about it. I’ll get it after I unpack my stuff.”

“Go with her,” Mrs. Seymour issued the command to Justin.

“Oh, it’s fine. I can do it on my own.”

“No boy I raise is going to let a lady carry all that stuff alone.”

“I was intending to do that anyway,” Justin pointed out.

 Paige glanced between Mrs. Seymour and him. “Is everything okay?”

“Of course, dear. He’s just being grumpy as usual. Run along, I’ll clear up the rest of the stuff.”

They headed back to the house and Justin noticed the packaging of the sheets and curtains sitting beside the rest of the bags on the dining table.

“Can I pack up all this before going out?”

“Sure, need help?” He reached out for the largest bag and pulled out the contents within. “You’re not one of those tree huggers, are you?” he asked as he looked at the bottles of organic hand soap and dishwashing liquid.

Paige turned to look at the bottles in his hands. “I have sensitive skin. Most of them cause my hands to get itchy, and my skin would peel. I can’t stand those with synthetic fragrances either, it makes me sneeze. So I don’t really have much choice.”

“Perfume?” He was sure she used some sort of perfume.

“Yeah, I can’t stand that either. But I use this fantastic shower foam that’s made of mostly essential oils or something. Smells great.”

It did smell great on her.

He placed everything according to her instructions while she took the sheets out from the washing machine and transferred them to the dryer. Then, she returned to the kitchen, washed all the new plates and utensils, wiped them dry, and arranged them neatly in the various cabinets.

While doing so, he noticed Paige making all the micro-adjustments to the arrangements. Her hands patted against the stack of plates on opposite sides as she tried to get them into a straight line. And even though her cabinets were still relatively empty, she fussed around with the position of the items. She kept shifting them, seemingly trying to get them into a perfect spot.

He tried very hard to stop his lips from betraying his amusement, but his grin simply grew wider with each quirk he noticed.

Initially, she was so focused on getting the arrangements right that she didn’t notice his reaction. Then, she abruptly stopped the micro-arrangement of her forks and her head snapped over to him. 

She chewed on her lower lips and closed the drawer. “Sorry. I know I’m taking forever.”

“I’m not in a rush. It’s entertaining to watch you pack.”

She pursed her lips and took out the pot from the box. “I know I’m fussy.”

“It’s your kitchen. You can do whatever you want.”

Her lips morphed into a grin. “You’re not going to make fun of me?”

“I think it’s cute.” He took the pot from her, washed it, dried every single part of it like she did, then handed it back to her.

Her grin grew wider as she placed the pot onto another shelf in the cabinet. 

“You don’t have a strainer,” Justin commented as he pulled the last of the stuff from the plastic bags. “Or a salad bowl.”

She groaned, tipping her head back. “I forgot. Actually, I didn’t even think about it.”

“You can cook at my place.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, why not? I’m over here all the time, but you haven’t even seen my house. And I bet you’re equally neat and clean when it comes to cooking.” He leaned against the counter that he’d purposely made higher for Paige. “It’s a good thing,” he added when she licked her lower lip, then winked at her.

When they were done unpacking, they headed out for lunch and grocery shopping. On the way out, Paige stretched over to the dining table for her cell phone, then for her bag.

Justin grabbed her gently on her arm. “I have my wallet with me. Let’s go.” He opened her door and led her out.

“But it’s supposed to be my treat,” she said. “You’re already helping me with the furniture, I can’t let you pay for dinner, too.”

He took the keys from her and locked the door. “The furniture didn’t cost me anything.”

“Your time and effort?”

He closed the door and waited for her to lock up. “Do you mind if I settle some of my work while you cook?”

“Of course not. Didn’t you say you have to go over to Cheyenne to look at some of the houses?”

“Probably next week. You want to come along?”

“Whatever for? I don’t know anything about flipping houses.”

“For fun? To have someone to accompany me on the way there? To pretend that you’re my wife so that they don’t know I’m buying the house to flip it?”

Her eyes widened with a spark of interest. “You do that? Sound logical, though.” She thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, why not?”

When they got to the grocer, Justin sat in the car and stared out at it.

Since he got to town, he had only gone to Travis’s, Paige’s, and the Seymours’ house. Besides that dinner they had at the pizza place, he hadn’t been out in town much. Whatever he needed was bought in Cheyenne.

“You all right?” Paige asked as she saw him scanning the place.

“Yeah.”

Her brows flickered closer for a moment as she watched him. “What wrong?” she asked softly.

He clenched his jaws. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.

“Do you want to leave?”

He shook his head. “Where do we start?” His hand moved toward the door handle.

“Justin.” Her hand wrapped around his arm, and she studied his face. She opened her mouth to speak, but seemed to change her mind at the last moment. Instead, she gave him a thin-lip smile and nodded, then reached out for the door handle.

He sighed and pulled her back gently.

Paige had risked her safety to tell him about her past, about her stalker. He took in a deep breath and was about to speak when she interjected, “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me.”

Justin brushed the stray hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “My mom slept with Mr. Bradley, triggering the all out attack that Mrs. Bradley launched against my mother and me.”

He found it strange that he could speak of it so casually and easily.

He’d always been ashamed of what his mom did and felt somewhat responsible. But he just didn’t feel that way with Paige.

“Wives started coming up to my mom, screaming and yelling at her for destroying their families. I didn’t understand what was going on, but I was old enough to understand that I should stay away from the grocer.”

He laughed at the sadness that invaded Paige’s face. Her frown formed a deep furrow between her brows as her head tilted slightly to the side.

She shook her head, deepening the line.

“Don’t be sad,” he whispered and cupped his hand against her cheek. “I love your smile.”

She looked down, rearranged her features, then tipped her chin back up with a small smile. “I can’t imagine what you went through.” She stretched her arm over his shoulder and hooked down on his neck, hugging him. 

He wasn’t sure who she was comforting; she seemed more upset than he was. Running his hand down her back, Justin gave her a peck on her hair. 

“It wasn’t your fault. None of it is your fault.”

“I know.”

Mrs. Seymour had told him time and again that all the ugliness had nothing to do with him; it was between Mrs. Bradley and his mom.

So, he tried to fix his mom. “I used to hide her alcohol whenever she wasn’t paying attention. It took her a while to realize it, then it became this hide and seek game that we’d play. She’d hide her alcohol while I’d try to find them and then hide it somewhere else or throw it away.”

“She didn’t get angry with you for doing that?”

Oh, she did. His ability to take punches stemmed mainly from the training his mother had given him.

He pulled Paige closer, giving her another peck on her hair.

“Let’s go out for dinner, we don’t have to shop here.”

“No.” He lifted her from his chest and bent till their eyes met. “It wasn’t my fault, I don’t have to run. I’m getting a little tired of running.”

She broke into a wider grin. “You sure?”

“Let’s go in before people start wondering what we’re doing out here.” He stepped out of his car as Paige jogged over to his side, looping her arm around his.

“First thing on the list?”

“Spaghetti,” she said. 

They strolled alongside, going down aisle after aisle, picking up whatever she needed. As expected, quite a few of store’s customers recognized him. Most merely stared at him while others gave him a small, polite smile.

Paige stood right beside him, tugging on his arm and directing his attention toward the shelves whenever she saw an unfriendly face. 

The protective complex apparently ran in the Watsons family.

“Paige?”

“Mrs. Cassells.” Paige smiled brightly. 

“Thank you for shopping with Jane yesterday. She looks amazing. She said you bought her the dress and paid for the hair cut.”

“It’s nothing. The dress looked so good on her, it’d be a waste not to get it.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Cassells repeated. “And Justin! Finally seeing you in person. Celia has been talking about you nonstop. How are you?”

“Good.”

“Still a man of little words I see,” Mrs. Cassells said with a laugh. “All right, I just came over to tell you how much I appreciate what you did.” Mrs. Cassells covered her hand over Paige’s with the warmest smile. “See you tomorrow. And Justin, it’s nice to see you.”

“Tomorrow when you see Jane,” Paige said after making sure that Mrs. Cassells was out of earshot. “Please tell her that she looks good.”

“You sure have a lot of requests.”

“Thanks.” She beamed at him, then turned her attention to the shelves.

“Why did you help Jane?”

“You didn’t see how sad she looked. I felt so bad for her when she said she couldn’t pull off that dress,” she said without turning to look at him. “She needed some encouragement, so I thought I’d give her some.”

Justin smiled at her words. She was so easily affected by people’s feeling. “You know, everything you’ve done in town is going to make you an outcast.”

“Well, I have you to help me tie the bullies to a flag pole.”

“Do you believe everything that everyone says?”

“No. I don’t believe the commercials. I don’t believe it when food labels say it’s zero percent fat. I don’t believe in gossips—”

He put his arm over her shoulders. “Are you done?”

“With shopping or with listing things I don’t believe?” she asked with a mischievous grin.
  



















Chapter Ten




Justin paid for their items and drove them back to his place. Paige hadn’t seen his place before, but the moment they entered the street, she could tell which house was his.

The one house on the street that was much higher than the rest and looked completely different. Instead of the inverted V roof that all the houses had, the roof was flat. The whole house seemed to be built out of combining several rectangular blocks together.

It was sleek and contemporary, but it stood out like a sore thumb in the neighborhood.

“Did you build this to piss off your neighbors?”

“You don’t like it?”

“It’s modern and beautiful. But a little too modern for this town, isn’t it?”

He shrugged, but couldn’t stop his lips from cracking a grin. He turned in to the short gravel pavement leading up to his house.

She got out of his truck and looked up at the house. Standing from the outside, she could look right into the house through the tinted long windows. “I’m ashamed of my house.” She moved over to the trunk of the car and reached for one of the brown paper bags.

“I’ve got it.”

She scowled at him and picked up the remaining bag. “It’s not that heavy.”

He gave in, closing the trunk and moving over to the door. 

She followed Justin, taking another look at the long windows as she passed them by. “And I thought you’d be a more private person.”

He grinned and opened the door, stepping aside for her to enter. Once she did, he closed the door behind him and pressed a button on the wall, immediately fogging up the long windows.

“Wow.”

“I fog it up when I’m home.”

“I think it’s supposed to be the other way around. Why didn’t you just wall it up if you wanted privacy?”

“It looks much nicer with tinted windows.”

She laughed softly. Aesthetic purposes was justifiable only if he was going to sell the house. But she doubted anyone would buy a house that stood out so drastically from the rest of the houses in town.

Paige trotted behind him, glancing around as he walked toward the back of the house. “Wow. Huge kitchen. Everything looks new.”

“I haven’t cooked a single meal in here.”

“Right. Breakfast and dinner at the Seymours, and lunch with me.”

“Having junk food.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you sure you want me to cook here? I”ll clean up of course, but…” She turned to the dish soap on the sink. “Hmm…”

“No worries. You cook, and I’ll clean up. That’s only fair.”

“Fair? You seem to be on the losing end on all of our deals.”

He gave her a half-shrug and cocked his head to the side. “Want a tour?”

“Sure.”

They went all the way up and he showed her the attic; it was his own personal gym with a few equipment and some dumbbells at the corner. Then they moved on to his room, home office, and the guest room.

There was minimum furniture in each room. There wasn’t any decorations or photos, simply whatever was needed for his stay there. The guest room furnished, but was especially bare. There wasn’t any sheets over the bed or any curtains on the window.

For a guy living alone, he was rather neat. There wasn’t any clothing on the floor, his bed was made, and his table clean of clutter.

“Did you clean up before this or are you always this neat?”

“I’m not at home a lot, and when I’m home, I rather the house not be in a mess,” he said. “So, what do you think?”

“It feels like a showroom.”

“And that’s not good because…”

“I didn’t say it isn’t good.”

He stared at her, waiting, she supposed, for an explanation.

“It doesn’t feel like a home. Probably because everything is so new,” she quickly added. “I’m sure it’ll look more like a home when you actually start living in it.”

Justin frowned and said, “I am living in it.”

“Like you said, you’re not around much.” She pressed her lips together. “It’s a nice house, I think it looks wonderful.”

“I was kidding,” he said, grinning at her. “Ready to start cooking?”

She nodded, glad that she hadn’t upset him.

“I’ll show you where the things are.”

Justin led her down the stairs and they went back into the kitchen. He took out most of the things she needed and placed them on the kitchen counter. “You want me to play some music?”

“Will you judge me if I play my Italian lessons on my phone?”

He stretched out his hand with a smile.

“Thank you.” She entered the playlist before dropping her phone into his hand.

He plugged the phone into a player and her Italian lessons began playing.

She gave him another grin and waved him off. “Go, I’m fine.” Turning back to the food, she took out the ingredients while considering the most efficient way to proceed.

Filling two pots with water, she set it on the stove for it to boil before washing up all the vegetables. Next, she cut up the vegetables and left them aside in the strainer. She had just cut the potatoes into smaller pieces when the water boiled. Picking them up, she carefully slipped them into the pot. Then, for the other pot, she dropped in two bundles of linguine.

Using a dry cloth, she wiped up the area, cleaning up the water that had dripped around the counter before moving on to the mushrooms; all the while answering the questions that her Italian course was asking her.

Stirring the sauce she’d just seasoned, she scooped up a little and tasted it. It had been a while since she last cooked, but thankfully, she hadn’t forgotten how. She gave it a few more stirs as the bubbles got larger, then moved it off the stove.

“Può averne se vuole,” she answered, wiping up the counter again.

“That sounds complicated.”

She looked over her shoulders and smiled. “Done with work?”

“How do you say that in Italian?”

“No idea.” She chuckled and turned to him. “I’m almost done, too. Just need to take the spaghetti out.”

While she transferred the food onto the plates and served them, Justin opened a bottle of wine and took two wine glasses.

“I don’t drink.”

“Don’t because it’s your principle or because you don’t like to?”

“I don’t like the taste.”

He poured half a glass of the white wine and handed it to her. “Try it, just a sip.”

She took it from him and did as told. Her brows rose as the sweetness swirled in her mouth. “It’s like apple juice.”

“But it isn’t, so drink it slowly.” He poured another glass for himself and sat next to her on the dining table.




“It’s quite good,” Justin said as he tried the spaghetti sauce.

“Maybe you should try that again without sounding so surprise,” she joked.

He reached over just as Paige was taking another sip of the wine. “Paige, it isn’t apple juice. Have some food before you take another sip.”

“Why did you open it if you didn’t want me to drink it?” she complained, twirling the spaghetti with her fork. 

“I don’t want you to get drunk.”

She took a mouth of spaghetti and swallowed. “Then can I get a glass of water? I can’t eat without water.”

He stood and poured her a glass.

“How did you get into this house flipping thing?” Paige asked as he set the glass of water in front of her.

“I started working in construction. I had just graduated from high school, that was all I could do.”

“Were you working to save money for college?”

“No,” he answered. “I didn’t go to college. Is that important to you?”

“Going to college?”

“That I didn’t go to college.”

“Why would that be important?”

“I don’t know. Ivy league students like you have a reputation to uphold, right?”

“What made you think I went to an ivy league?”

“You’re hardworking. Most people don’t bother with learning new things at our age.”

“You make it sound as if we’re eighty.”

“Which ivy league did you go to?”

“Princeton.”

“On a scholarship?”

She nodded slowly. “I promised myself that I wouldn’t get myself or my family in debt just to study. Drew was already in the army, I knew he might not get a job when he came back, so I wanted to start working and start saving immediately instead of paying off student loans.”

Prudent. “Why did you choose teaching over auditing?”

“There was so much politics at work. I grew tired of trying to decipher the hidden knives behind the smiles and got tired of having to watch my back.”

He nodded.

He hadn’t tried his hand at the corporate ladder, but he’d heard enough from Travis to understand what she was talking about. Honest and hardworking didn’t count for much. After slogging for the company for over six years, Travis was let go because his company was ‘changing directions’.

Paige was too kind to survive in those situations. She had to stand up for the weak, help those she thought needed. 

“And the plan to help your brother?”

“I saved enough. I told you, I had two pretty well-paying job, and I don’t spend a lot.” 

He arched a brow. “There must be something you indulge in. Bags, shoes…”

“I have four bags. One black, one brown, and one light beige. Granted they were expensive, but I’ve used them for the longest time and they’re versatile enough to go with all my clothes. The last one is a black clutch; that was a gift, though.” She lifted the glass of water. “Same goes for the shoes. Then a pair of sneakers and a pair of track shoes.”

There couldn’t be too many women like her.

She raised her finger, getting his attention. “I did indulge in some Pottery Barn furniture that I fell in love with the moment I saw them online. I should never have looked.”

He laughed, shaking the wine in his glass. 

He had never been this relaxed with anyone. There was such ease being around her.

“And you? How did working in construction ended up in flipping houses?”

Maybe it was the trust she had in him that brought about he trust he had in her. 

If it were anyone else, he would’ve shrugged off the question or changed the topic. He didn’t like speaking about what he did. After all, most people who asked were only interested in how much he made.

“After years of working in construction, I learned everything I needed to flip houses. I thought if people are willing to buy old houses and hire people to fix it up, a newly renovated house will be even more appealing.”

“True.”

“Basically, I took a gamble and it paid off.”

They continued chatting until they finished everything. He had watched her while she drank the wine, making sure she wasn’t drinking it too quickly.

But he didn’t really have to worry. In between every sip, she reached for the water and drank a few mouths before continuing, and he didn’t refill her glass until the food was completely gone.

He was sure she didn’t drink much, and since the wine did taste like apple juice, he was afraid she would forget it was alcohol she was drinking.

“So, are these all the dishes you know how to cook?” Justin teased as he washed up.

Paige stood beside him, helping him dry the dishes. “I can probably cook more stuff as long as I have the recipes.”

“Do you have those? Because there are nine more dinners to go.” He handed the last of the plates to her.

“You didn’t say I have to cook all 10.”

“I did say I get to choose.”

She stacked the plate neatly, making sure it was perfectly lined up. “Then choose something else.”

“I like home-cooked meals, but,” he said, moving closer. “I’m willing to make a deal.”

She turned from the cabinet and looked up at him, wide-eyed, waiting for him to speak. 

“One kiss, in exchange for everything.”

“But I’ve already cooked one of the ten meals.”

“Then I’ll owe you one meal.” He leaned in closer.

Paige smiled and tiptoed, moving her cheek close to his.

She smells amazing. He could feel her warm breath against his cheek and was so tempted to pull her lips to his.

“I choose…” She leaned back and gazed up at him. “Ten meals.” Then she stepped away with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

He closed his eyes as he grinned, surprised by what she did.

He took in a deep breath and could still smell her lingering scent. He didn’t know what he was thinking, maybe he simply wasn’t.

Reaching out, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. He took a step forward, pushing her back against the counter, and pressed his palms against the kitchen counter. His arms formed a cage around her as he closed the distance between their lips.

A peck on the lips. That was all he intended.

But when he felt her hand moving up against his chest, his arms wrapped around her, and he deepened his kiss.

When he broke from the kiss, he heard the soft moan she made. He grinned and shook his head, letting out a heavy breath. “You really shouldn’t make that noise,” he said, his hand still on the nape of her neck, his thumb grazing up and down her chin.

He didn’t even know when his hand got there.

“Oh, sorry,” she said and licked her lips.

Does she even know what she’s doing? He shook his head again and pulled her in for a quick peck on her lips before letting go of her and taking another few steps away from her.

He needed a distraction. “You want to watch a movie?”

“A movie?”

“Yeah, we can choose something from cable.”

“Okay.” She reached for her glass of wine and took a larger than normal sip. She must have noticed his eyes widened.

“I know,” she said. “It’s not fruit juice.” She set the wine down and picked up her glass of water, taking two mouthful. “Happy?”
  



















Chapter Eleven




Paige exited out her back door and locked it before strolling over to the front of her house. The deck was only half done and Justin thought it was safer for her to leave and enter her house through her back door.

She wasn’t quite willing to jump across the deck anyway.

Once she stepped out of her door, she could hear the car’s engine. She headed up front and beamed as Justin’s car turned into the street.

She pursed her lips, licking them as she thought about the night before. 

After the movie, they continued chatting for a while until Justin walked her home at nearly two in the morning. She had never liked going out so late at night. She always got in bed before midnight so that she could wake up for her jogs in the mornings.

But last night, she was more than willing to ignore her own self-imposed curfew.

They took forever to walk that short distance home.

With his arm around her waist, he kept pulling her in for a kiss.

And she would kiss him back.

They would stand on the road, her arms around his neck, his arms over her waist, and kiss. 

It was late and there wasn’t any car on the road. It was just them and the stars watching from above.

She had never done anything like that. Kissing out in the streets where anyone could see them. Standing out in the middle of the road, not caring about anything but the warm hand cradling her face and his sweet lips on hers.

Even when they got to her house, he didn’t let her go in. 

He weaved his fingers into her hair as she leaned against the wall. He bent in close, his lips hovering over hers, telling her what a great time he had before closing the gap between their lips.

It wasn’t her first time kissing, but it was the first time she’d ever felt this way.

Each time his lips locked onto hers, she would be swept into a wave of ecstasy, forgetting everything else.

She opened her eyes and grinned as she heard the car’s door close, blinking as she saw Justin. She’d always thought him to be good-looking, but seeing him in a white long-sleeve shirt, which was folded until his elbows, surprised her.

He was still wearing a pair of dark blue jeans, but the shirt took off a bit of the ruggedness and added a little more seriousness and manliness. He was wearing a shirt the first time they met, but she hadn’t noticed much of him then. 

“Did you sleep well?” Justin asked as he neared.

“Yeah, and you?”

“Definitely.” He gave her a peck on the lips and took her hand, heading over to the Seymours. Justin led her up the porch and opened the Seymours unlocked door.

“It’s Sunday, Justin,” Mr. Seymour said. His attention turned to Justin when they entered, then down at their hands. “Huh. Celia, you need to prepare another plate,” he hollered into the kitchen and settled by the dinning table.

“What?”

Paige grinned when she heard Mrs. Seymour’s confusion in the kitchen.

Mrs. Seymour came out with her apron on. “An—” She immediately saw their intertwined hands and arched her brow. “Oh, okay.”

“How was dinner last night?” Mr. Seymour asked as they joined him at the dining table.

“Good,” both of them echoed. 

A corner of Mr. Seymour’s lips sneaked up, but he didn’t say anything.

“I’ll drive Paige to church later,” Justin informed Mr. Seymour.

“Okay.”

“All right, let’s eat.” Mrs. Seymour took out the plates and continued. “You’re picking Jane up on the way, right?”

“Why make it sound like a question when you already know the answer?" Justin asked.

Mrs. Seymour reached over and pulled his plate back.

Justin tugged on it, refusing to let go. “All right, we’re picking Jane up.”

“Thanks, Paige.”

“Why is everyone thanking me?”

“Jane has always been bullied by them, she never had a real friend,” Mrs. Seymour explained.

“I’m just doing what anyone would.”

Mrs. Seymour scoffed. “You’d think so, but no one ever did. I mean her mom is always telling her that she’s pretty and she should trust herself. But it makes a lot of difference when someone her own age tells her so.”

“Just accept her thanks. Otherwise, she’s going to confiscate your breakfast.” Justin reached over and pushed her hair back behind her ear.

Paige could sense Mrs. Seymour’s eyes on them.

She pursed her lips to stop herself from smiling like a fool and turned to her food.

After breakfast, Justin drove Paige over to Jane’s house.

She had expected Jane to be waiting for her outside the house, but she was nowhere in sight.

“Did you tell her I’m driving?”

“Yeah, I texted her this morning.” Paige pulled out her phone and called Jane, informing her that she was already outside her house.

Jane was out in an instant, her head down as she hurried over to the car.

She must’ve been waiting inside because she didn’t want to be seen.

“Hi, Jane.”

Jane glanced up for a moment, then at the surroundings. She quickly slipped into the car before replying. “Hi. Erm, hi, Justin.”

“Hey. You look great.”

Paige beamed at him and turned back to look at Jane. 

“Really?” Jane brushed down her hair.

“Yes.”

“I’m afraid I’ll trip and fall in the heels. I’ve been practicing at home.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll be beside you. We won’t let you fall,” Paige assured. “You can use me as your crutch.”

Paige had thought that going into church was the easy part. Before the service, most of the churchgoers would be shuffling in, mumbling some form of greetings, then quickly settling onto their seats. 

But today, the change in Jane’s appearance had everyone staring.

Paige could sense Jane’s nervousness. A few steps into the church’s compound, Jane froze, looked down on the floor, and began fiddling with her hair.

Paige quickly moved to her side and looped Jane’s arm around hers. “Here, you can lean on me if you’re unstable. Don’t worry about them, just keep your head high. They won’t come over with Justin around.” She turned toward Justin and grinned.

She was uncomfortable with all the attention, but it wasn’t about her. She made Jane dress up today, so she was going to stick by her.

“Yeah, come on.” Justin led the way, allowing Jane to hide behind him.

As they moved over to the section where they usually sat, several of Mrs. Seymour’s friends went up to Jane and told her how beautiful she looked. 

Paige couldn’t stop smiling when she saw the relief and the smile Jane had.

Eventually, they got to the seats that Mrs. Seymour had saved for them. Paige looked at Jane and asked, “You all right?”

“I guess so,” she said nervously. 

“Good.” Then she leaned over to Justin. “Thanks for coming.”

Justin gave her a peck on her forehead and immediately, Paige heard several gasps behind her. Even Jane was surprise. Her eyes popped wide open, and she raised her brows when Paige turned to her.

Paige suppressed the instinct to turn around. She gave Jane a smile and forced herself to look right ahead.

As the service began, the drowsiness from the lack of sleep was quickly overpowering her. She tried keeping her eyes open, but her lids were so heavy. 

So when Justin draped his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close, she leaned onto him and gave up the fight against the drowsy spell.

She only opened her eyes when she heard the claps. 

She ran her hand through her hair and smiled sheepishly. “I slept throughout the service?” 

Justin helped her up to her feet. She pinched her cheeks, trying to get rid of the sleepy look on her face. Remembering Jane, she turned and checked on her.

Jane patted down on her hair as they moved out from their seats and headed out to the compound where the congregation always gathered. Paige was sure that if it were up to Jane, she’d make a beeline for home.

Once they were in the compound, different groups of people began coming up to them. Most of them were rather nice, telling Jane how nice she looked and commenting how surprised they were to see Justin.

But those were friends of the Seymours.

Then came Mrs. Bradley and Gloria. 

Both Jane and Paige drew in a deep breath when they saw the Bradleys moving toward them.

“So, looks like you did keep him around your house on purpose.”

Paige forced a small, polite smile.

“She isn’t like you. She doesn’t have to do the chasing,” Justin said.

Gloria fumed while her mother continued. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, dear. You’d better keep your eyes on this one.”

“It takes two to have an affair. Maybe you should direct your anger toward your husband instead of Justin and his mom.”

“How dare—”

“Okay.” Justin stepped between Paige and Mrs. Bradley. “Mrs. Seymour is waiting for us.” With his arm over her shoulders, he gently nudged her forward.

“Jane! Where do you think you’re going? I’m thirsty, get me something to drink.”

Paige eyes widened when she heard what Gloria said. She couldn’t believe anyone could be so rude. Paige was about to pull Jane away when she noticed her hesitation.

Paige sighed softly, she was being insensitive. Gloria was probably the only friend Jane ever had.

“What are you waiting for?” Gloria shouted.

Jane glanced over at her and back at Gloria. 

“It’s okay, go ahead if you want to. Don’t worry about us.” Paige didn’t want to make Jane choose. This whole situation was ridiculous, they weren’t in high school anymore. 

Jane smiled and nodded. Taking in a deep breath, she shook her head and said, “No.”

“No?” Gloria snarled.

“No. Get your own water.” Then Jane turned and walked toward Mrs. Seymour.

“You—”

Gloria stepped forward, trying to grab Jane, but she tripped over something and went sprawling forward.

Instinctively, Paige reached out and stabled Gloria before she fell flat on her face.

Instead of gratitude, once she’d averted the fall, Gloria slapped Paige’s hand from her, sending Paige’s bible skiing across the floor.

Paige straightened as Justin picked up the bible for her. The moment their eyes met, they started laughing.

“Everything okay?”

Paige looked over and saw Keith standing beside Gloria.

Jane had cracked a small, hopeful smile, but that faltered when Keith moved closer to Gloria.

If Justin was going to tie someone to a flag pole, she’d want it to be Keith. She clenched her jaws and held Jane by her arm.

Gloria uttered something about them being crazy, then stormed away.

Hoping to distract Jane, Paige recounted her story of her unfortunate bully as they made their way over to Mrs. Seymour.

Thankfully for Jane, the confrontation was juicy enough to keep the gossipers talking among themselves and away from them. Paige didn’t know if they should stay and socialize or if she should make up some excuse to get Jane out of there.

After what had happened, Paige didn’t think Jane would want to hang around.

But Mrs. Seymour and Mrs. Cassell’s friends kept coming up to Jane, telling her how different she looked and how beautiful she was.

There wasn’t a chance for her to slip in an excuse, so all she could do was to watch Jane with concern.

“What’s wrong?”

“Hmm?” She glanced up at Justin. “What do you mean?”

His head tilted to the side, and he stared at her. “You’re worried about something.”

She hated keeping secrets. She sighed softly, took a glimpse of Jane, then back at him. “I promised I won’t tell.”

“That she’s in love with that jerk?”

“How…When—”

“She had a crush on him since high school.”

“It’s more than that now, but I’m not entirely sure.”

After nearly an hour of socializing, Jane finally voiced out how tired she was.

On the way back, the smile that Jane had displayed in church disappeared. No amount of compliments in the world would make Jane feel better when her hope was simply for some kind words or gesture from Keith.

“Thanks for the ride, Paige, Justin.” Jane stepped out and said before closing the door, “You guys look cute together.”

Paige sighed and got out of the car, closing the door behind her. “Jane, listen. You look amazing, you can do so much better than him. You can have someone who will treat you like the queen of his world.”

Jane swallowed as her eyes reddened.

“I know; I know it’s hard to hear, but he’s a jerk. You deserve better.” Paige leaned over and gave her a hug. “I understand if you hate me for this, but I think you needed to hear those words.” Paige took a step back and gave Jane a small smile.

“Thank you.” Jane brushed her tears away. 

“Find a new job away from here,” Paige said. “You have a degree in anthropology, you can be more than a librarian. Go out there, meet someone new.”

“I don’t think I can.”

“You won’t know until you try. Give it shot, you deserve that much. What’s the worst that can happen?” she asked. “The most is you will continue to be your librarian.”

Jane laughed dryly.

“Think about it.”

“Okay.”

Paige gave her another quick hug. “All right, see you soon.” She got back into the car as Jane trotted into her house.

“Everything all right?”

“Yeah, I think it will be.”

“You sound confident.”

She nodded. “Do you believe in coincidence?”

God always had a plan; a plan for good; a plan much bigger and greater than what she could ever conceive.

So many things had converged in this little town over the past few months.

God had moved things such that Justin was back here at the same time she was. If Amy hadn’t had to go to the hospital, Justin and her would never have met. Their lives would’ve passed by each other like any other stranger in the world.

She got her fresh start, not just away from her stalker, but to learn how to live a real abundant life.

And maybe it wasn’t just about her. Maybe part of God’s plan for her to be here was to help Jane. 

“I’m not sure.”

She turned her face to the side and said, “I think our paths could’ve easily passed each other without crossing, but God made sure we met.”

“So you’re glad we met?”

“Why make it sound like a question when you already know the answer?” She grinned mischievously. “Yes, I am glad we met.”

“Good,” he said. “I’m glad we met, too.”

“Thanks for coming along today.”

“Where do you think I can find a flag pole around here?”

She laughed again, shaking her head. “Let’s give her a chance. I think she had a pretty bad day herself.”




Justin and Paige took the next two days off. They spent two days doing nothing but talking and watching movies. Since she hadn’t gotten her TV, the two days were mainly spent at Justin’s place until it was dinner time with the Seymours.

Jane had called Paige, asking if she could accompany her on a shopping trip for some working clothes.

Paige wasn’t sure if it was the makeover, the confrontation, or her talk that had impacted Jane. Whatever it was, she was glad that Jane was going to try something new.

The first step was of course to get herself looking more professional.

Paige was glad to help.

And so, after two days of doing nothing, she spent Wednesday shopping with Jane, getting their nails done, and even getting a massage.

Pine Bluffs ended up being better than she could imagine. A slower pace. A dashing new boyfriend.

“How are things going with Justin?” Jane asked as they strolled into a cafe.

“Good. Very good.” She chuckled at her own answer. “And you? How are things between you and Keith.”

“We met on Monday. He said he like my new look.”

Paige nodded though she wanted to roll her eyes. She’d always thought deeds were more important than words. If he had truly thought so, he should’ve stood up for Jane on Sunday.

They settled into their seats, placing their bags down. 

“We met at Lion’s park; the same place we always meet. Nine-thirty at night.”

Paige sensed something significant about the time, but she didn’t know what it was.

“I had dinner on my own and walked around to kill time. That was when I saw him having dinner with Gloria. I stood outside like an idiot, watching them chat and laugh.”

“Is he seeing Gloria?”

“I don’t know.” Jane pushed her fringe aside.

“You didn’t ask?”

Jane closed her eyes and sighed. “What right do I have to ask?”

Paige drew in a deep breath and pursed her lips. It was so tough to hold her tongue. Just then, her phone buzzed. She took a glance of it and saw Justin’s name across the screen, but she turned back to Jane without picking up the call.

“It’s all right, answer that. I’ll get us some coffee. What do you want?” Jane stood from her seat. 

“Mocha latte. Thanks.” She picked up the call as Jane plodded over to the counter. “Hey.”

“What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” She laughed, incredulous at how sensitive he was to even her voice. “Do you need something?”

“I need to hear your voice.”

She laughed softly. “Seriously.”

“I seriously needed to hear your voice.”

“Stop it,” she said, even as her grin continued growing wider.

“I’m calling to ask if you want to spray paint the deck on your own or do you want me to do it?”

“You’re done? That’s fast.”

“So? You seemed to enjoy spray painting.”

“Yeah, let’s do that together. Maybe later?”

“Okay, am I allowed to ask what time you’re coming back?”

“I’ll be back in a couple of hours. I’ll text you when I’m leaving the mall?”

“All right.”

She dropped her phone into her bag and helped Jane with the coffee. “Thanks.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, he was just checking something with me.”

Jane nodded with a wistful smile.

“Jane,” Paige said, staring right at her. “If Keith even cares that little bit for you, he won’t be treating you this way. There’s nothing wrong with you, except for the fact that you’re allowing him to treat you so horribly.”

“He is different when he’s with me.”

“That isn’t enough. And I don’t believe you think that it’s enough. If you didn’t want more, you won’t be looking so sad. Forget him, find someone else. Find someone who’ll call you up for no apparent reason, who’ll put you as priority instead of having to meet you secretly in a park.”

Jane cupped her hands over her neck and stared down at the coffee.

“I’m sorry,” Paige muttered, feeling guilty for upsetting Jane. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“No,” Jane interjected. “You’re right. Each time he calls me up to meet, I’ll get so happy. I don’t really care where we meet, I’m just glad he called. But when I get home, I can’t help loathing myself.”

“Then why do you still meet him?”

“When we’re together, he makes me feel special. He’d say things like I’m the only one who truly understands him.”

Keith was more of a jerk than Paige had thought him to be. “Do you believe that?”

“I used to.”

Paige nodded slowly. “Okay. I’m not trying to force you to make a decision, but how about this? Stop picking up his calls and stop meeting him for a while. See how you feel about it. Besides, absence makes the heart grows fonder, right? Maybe your sudden absence will finally make him realize that he wants to be with you.” Or that you don’t need him.

Jane’s head bobbed up and down as she considered what Paige was saying. “That sounds like a good plan.”

Paige smiled, praying that Jane would stop subjecting herself to be tortured emotionally by Keith.

She wished Jane had a brother like Andrew.

If anyone ever treated her this way, Andrew would definitely make sure the guy learned what an idiot he was. 

After all those times when she had been frustrated with Andrew for being overprotective, she now truly realized how blessed she was.

His overprotectiveness allowed her to be who she was without getting pushed or forced into feeling inferior about herself.

As they left the cafe, Paige was determined to pay it forward. She would do whatever she could to help Jane. 
  



















Chapter Twelve




“Ne voglio. Voglio comprarne.” She checked her answers against the PDF on her phone and grinned when she got it right.

Giving another push on the chair, she lifted her feet off the ground and enjoyed the sway of the new swinging chair that Justin had installed for her. Setting her phone aside, she picked up the card she’d found on the chair.

Hope you like my housewarming gift. From, Justin.

She wasn’t sure when he’d fixed up the chair. They only completed the spray painting around 11 at night. She had washed up and gone to bed after Justin left for home.

The chair was there when she opened the door, along with the small card on the cushion.

She tipped her head against the silver metal chain and looked out at the sky while her chair swung back and forth.

She stared idly up at the clouds, watching them drift as a wave of cool breeze swept by. Seemed like summer was finally moving on and making way for autumn to arrive. 

Her head turned toward the corner of the street when she heard the engine. Even before the car steered into the street, something inside raised a red flag.

She dropped her feet to the floor and stopped the chair from swinging while her fingers tightened against the metal chain.

Once the car turned in, her stomach twisted into knots.

It wasn’t Justin’s truck.

The black sedan drove past the Seymours and toward her house, parking right beside the stone pavement. 

She grabbed her phone and got to her feet, intending to go back into the house and lock the door. But as she stood, she peered into the car’s windshield and her jaw dropped.

The driver side door opened and Cole stepped out from the car, glancing around. “You’re really here.”

“What…” Paige couldn’t move her legs. How did he find me?

Cole ran up the stony steps and onto deck, taking her hand. “Do you know how worried I’ve been? You shouldn’t have left so suddenly; I’m sure there wasn’t a need for that. Come back with me.”

She pursed her lips and slipped her hand out of Cole’s as gently as she could. She couldn’t have been clearer in her letter.

Clearing her throat, she swallowed and said, “I’m sorry, Cole. I’m not going back with you. I’m sorry it took me two years to realize it, but…but,” she stuttered. “But I don’t love you and I’m not going back with you.”

“Don’t be silly. You’re just upset over our fight.” He reached out and took her hand again. “Everything is fine. Come back with me and you’ll see that.”

“It’s nothing to do with our fight. I’m happy where I am and I’ve no intention of going back.”

“Paige, you’re being stupid. This whole stalker thing is blowing out of proportions. No one broke into your house. What’s the point of going into your house? It serves no purpose.”

Paige drew in a deep breath and pulled her hand from Cole’s, this time more forcefully. She hated it when Cole talked down to her. She knew it happened, and she didn’t need his agreement for her to know it was true. “Cole, I don’t want to talk about that anymore, not with you. I’m sorry you made a wasted trip, but I’m not going back with you.”

“You heard the lady.”

Paige looked over Cole’s shoulder and saw Justin standing in front of her porch. 

Cole ignored Justin and continued. “Don’t be stupid. You got frightened by something you thought happened. It was nothing. Your imagination got the better of you.”

She raised her hands, palm out, and took a step back. “Doesn’t matter if you believe me. Even if I do go home, I won’t go back to you.” She quickly moved around Cole and took Justin’s outstretched hand.

But Cole grabbed her by the arm and jerked her back, forcing her to come to a stop with a gasped.

“Do you know how worried I was?” Cole bellowed.

Justin stepped between them and ripped Cole’s hand from her. “There’s no need to get rough.”

She’d never seen Cole this angry. She stayed behind Justin, watching Cole.

“It’s time for you to go,” Justin said, dragging Cole down the porch while making sure he kept Paige behind him.

And when she heard that, something in her mind clicked; she finally remembered the vital question she hadn’t asked. “How did you find me?”

Cole shrugged off Justin’s hand after much struggle and turned back to Paige. “Who is he?”

“How did you find me?” she asked again. She hadn’t told anyone where she was. Not even her own mother had her new address. She hadn’t brought any of her old credit cards along. Andrew had opened another account for her, and she’d paid everything with cash. 

She did everything Andrew told her to, so how did Cole find her?

If Cole could find her, that meant her stalker could as well.

Justin must’ve seen her distress. He took a step forward and grabbed Cole’s arm like how Cole had done with her. “She asked you a question.”

“You’re making all these stupid decisions simply because your imagination got carried away. Look at yourself! Living in this pathetic town, teaching in a high school, getting together with small town losers.” Cole’s arms waved about as he tried to pry Justin’s hand from his arm. Then he gave up and jabbed his finger toward her. “I was there for you whenever you needed me. Then you just up and left without telling me?”

Paige wasn’t paying attention to what he was saying. She saw his crazy attempt to get out of Justin’s grasp, but all she could think of were the letters, the roses, the photographs, and the phone calls. 

She took in a deep breath and lowered her voice. “How did you find me?”

“Are you seeing this guy?”

“Answer my question,” she seethed.

“Mrs. Garner,” Justin suddenly said. “He said you were teaching in a high school. You haven’t even started work.” He shoved Cole aside and went over to her, pulling her into his arms. 

She closed her eyes and clutched onto Justin’s T-shirt.

“I’ll go talk to her,” he said softly into her ear.

“You really are a whore.”

In an instant, she was standing alone while Cole was moaning on the ground, his hand over his nose while blood escaped through the space between his fingers.

“He broke my nose! That brute broke my nose!”

Paige stared, dumbfounded as Justin wrapped his arms around her. She couldn’t believe Cole would use her own nightmare against her.

Justin rubbed his hands down her back, his jaws tense and eyes focused on Cole. “Leave, before I make you crawl away.”

“I’ll listen to him.”

Paige looked up and saw Mr. Seymour pointing a rifle at Cole. She didn’t bother to glance back at Cole. She knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t pick a fight with a gun pointing at him; he never even dared to stand up to Andrew before.

“Let’s go in,” Justin whispered and led her toward the Seymours.

Mrs. Seymour was already standing by the door. “Come in. Everything will be fine.”

Justin sat her down on the couch. “I’ll call and check if Mrs. Garner is in school now. Otherwise, I’ll go see her at her house; I know where she stays.” He ran his thumb across her lower lip. “You stay here and call your brother. Let him know what happened and tell him to inform your previous school that your current address shouldn’t be given to anyone else. They probably gave it to Cole because they know him, thought he was your ex and there was no harm in that.”

“Drew hadn’t visited because he didn’t want to risk getting followed.”

He took her hand with a gentle squeeze. “Can you call and check if Mrs. Garner is in school now?” he asked Mrs. Seymour. 

Mrs. Seymour nodded and went over to the phone while Mr. Seymour came in. “He’s gone.”

Justin pushed her hair aside and ran his finger down the length of it. “We’ll deal with whatever happens. I’ll be right here.”

Paige leaned onto his shoulder and snuggled closer.

“She isn’t in school,” Mrs. Seymour said. “I’ll make some tea.”

“It’s all right, I think I’ll take her with me.” He stood, pulling her along. “You can call your brother on the way there.”




Justin kept his hand around Paige’s waist as they left the Seymours’ house and walked over to his car. He moved his hand over her shoulders and realized how cold her arms were.

Maybe he should’ve allowed Mrs. Seymour to give Paige a cup of tea first. 

Rubbing his hand over her arm, he stopped right beside his car and turned her over to face him. “Are you all right?”

“I’m sorry, you must think I’m overreacting.”

“This is you overreacting? How are you like when you under react?” he teased.

She cracked a small, wry smile.

“You left everything to come over. You took every precaution to make sure you didn’t leave a trail behind. I can understand how you’re feeling.”

She placed her hand over his chest. “Thank you, for understanding.” She sighed softly and laid her head onto his shoulders. “One minute. Let me stand like this for a minute. I’ll be fine after that.”

Justin was anxious to get hold of Mrs. Garner and make sure she didn’t reveal Paige’s whereabouts to anyone else, but as practical as that was, it wasn’t what Paige needed now.

He held her quietly until she moved. She tiptoed and gave him a peck on his lips.

“Better?”

She nodded with a smile.

Justin opened the passenger door and waited for her to get in, then jogged over to the other side and got into the car.

He might never fully understand the fear Paige had gone through with the stalker, but he hadn’t seen her like this since the first night. Cole showing up didn’t mean the stalker knew where she was, but the possibility was enough to take away the sense of security she’d felt in Pine.

While driving over, Paige called Andrew and informed him of Cole’s appearance. “No, I’m fine. No. No, I’m with Justin.” She looked over and smiled at him. ‘Yes, I’m fine,” she repeated. “All right, bye.” 

She sighed softly as Justin pulled up outside Mrs. Garner’s house.

“Do you want to come in with me?” He didn’t think she’d want to be alone now.

“Yeah.”

Before either of them could step out of the car, Justin’s phone rang. He pulled out his cell phone from his pocket and frowned at the unfamiliar number. 

Paige craned her neck over. “Aargh! That’s Drew’s number. He did it again. He has a friend in the FBI.” Looking apologetically at the Justin, she continued. “Shawn is severely misusing his FBI power.”

Justin laughed and picked up the call. “Hi, Andrew.”

“Is Paige with you?”

“Right beside me.”

“Have you spoken to Mrs. Garner?”

“No, we’re right outside her house. We’ll drop in on her when you’re done.”

“Justin, I know you’ve seen her without all the pressure from the stalking. I can tell she’s much happier, but she had a lot of problems dealing with the stalking. Watch her. And don’t let Cole get anywhere near her. He’s been manipulating her with the stalking thing.”

“What is he saying?” Paige mouthed.

“Nothing,” he said softly and gave her a peck on her hair. “All right,” he answered Andrew. “I’ll keep her safe.”

“Are you seeing my sister?”

“Why? Did my background check fail?”

Andrew laughed dryly on the other end of the phone. “If it had, you won’t be sitting next to her.”

“Are you coming over?”

“No, I don’t want to take the risk. Let me know if she gets any mail,” Andrew said. “Pass the phone to Paige.”

He handed the phone over. “He knows,” he whispered.

She huffed and took the phone. “I’m here. Mm-hmm. Because I know you’ll get all interrogative about it. Okay. Okay.” She turned to him and rolled her eyes. “Oh, I don’t think he’ll come back; Justin punched him in the nose. You would’ve liked to do it yourself, right? All right, bye.” She returned the phone to Justin. “Was he rude? I’m sorry if he was. He’s always like that.”

He grinned and nudged her cheek with his finger. “Don’t worry about me. Shall we?” He pushed open the door and stepped out.

They rang the bell and waited for less than a minute when the door flew open. 

“Celia said you’ll be dropping by,” Mrs. Garner stated as she opened the door. “Come in. I heard I caused some problems.”

Justin sat down on the couch and was about to answer when he changed his mind. He didn’t want to keep Paige sheltered like Andrew had. He wasn’t going to brush her off like what Cole had done, but he didn’t quite agree with Andrew’s methods either.

He gave Paige’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Why don’t you explain the situation?”

Paige’s face blanked, and she blinked, but she quickly regained her composure. “We were wondering if you gave my address to anyone recently?”

“Yes, I called your old school…a week back? To ask for reference. It isn’t that I have doubts about you, but it is my duty to screen potential teachers. Your ex-boss asked me where you were, so I told her.”

“You gave her my actual address?”

“Not on that call. But some administration called me back a few days ago to ask for your address. Something about your last paycheck still with them.”

Paige turned away with a frown, her thumb twirling the ring around on her index finger. “That can’t be right. My brother picked up my last paycheck.”

“Some mixed up, perhaps?”

Justin saw Paige shutting her eyes and slowing taking in a deep breath through her nose. He didn’t reach out to comfort her; he wanted to, but he didn’t.

He sat and waited. Even when he felt Mrs. Garner attention on him, he sat and kept his eyes on Paige. He let her take as much time as she needed.

As the silence dragged on, Mrs. Garner grew uncomfortable. “Look how rude I am. I haven’t even offered the two of you some water.”

Paige sighed, shaking her head with an awkward smile. “No, it’s fine. I’m sorry, I was just…” She looked over to him, seemingly hoping for some form of help. 

He smiled at her encouragingly and gave her hand another squeeze.

She appeared to have caught on to what he was doing and finally nodded. She licked her lower lips and said, “I’ve a situation with a stalker in New York, which was why I left. I didn’t give anyone my address to make sure that the stalker won’t find me.”

“Oh,” Mrs. Garner gasped. “I didn’t know that.”

Paige’s head bobbed up and down. “I know. It’s not your fault; I should’ve told you beforehand. But I’ll really appreciate it if you don’t reveal my address to anyone else.”

“Of course.”

“Not even the fact that I’m in Pine Bluffs.”

“I understand.”

Paige sighed heavily and gave Mrs. Garner a wry smile. “Thank you.”

“Thanks for your time.” Justin stood from the couch. 

“Not a problem. I’m sorry if I caused any problem.” Mrs. Garner walked them to the door. “And Justin, thanks for the donations, it—”

“It’s nothing,” he quickly interrupted. 

“Donations?” Paige asked as they returned to the car.

He was hoping that Paige would be too occupied with Cole’s arrival to catch what Mrs. Garner had said. “Just something to repay Mrs. Garner.”

“Repay her for?”

“I got into a fight in school with one of Mrs. Bradley’s friend’s son, and Mrs. Bradley jumped on the chance to get me kicked out of school.”

Paige’s eyes widened. “And Mrs. Garner stopped her?”

“And she wasn’t even the principal then, just my math teacher. She insisted that I was provoked and didn’t deserve to get expelled. She could’ve been fired.”

“That’s nice and brave of her.”

“It is.”

Paige slipped into the car and asked, “Why didn’t you say anything just now?”

“I think you’re more than capable of handling things on your own. You don’t need me, or even Andrew, to speak for you. Are you mad?”

She broke into a grin and shook her head.

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Good. Then can you do something for me?” He turned the key in the ignition and drove back to the Seymours. For the first time in his life, he made it a point to remember the different cars that the neighbors drove. 

“What?”

“Stay at the Seymours tonight.”

She played with her ring again, pulling it in and out of her finger.

“You don’t want to?”

Her head leaned heavily back against the head rest. “I don’t know what I want. I don’t want to be alone, but I don’t want to run again.”

He thought about that for a moment. “Your bed is here, I suppose you don’t mind me using the air mattress?”

“You want to stay over?”

“Then you won’t be alone, and you don’t have to run.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but appeared to have problem forming words.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have to decide now, right? Can I get back to you on that?”

“Yeah,” he tried to say it as nonchalantly as possible, but he couldn’t help wondering what was wrong. They had been spending so much time together and she didn’t seem to mind.

Though curious, he didn’t want to press her for an answer now.




Cole crooked his jaw as he glanced out at the godforsaken town.

What the hell was Paige thinking? Leaving the big apple for a place like this.

These towns belonged to losers who couldn’t get their heads together to study and get out of town. Why would she associate herself with people in such a small place? 

And that brute.

What did she see in that guy?

Cole didn’t see how Paige could move on so quickly.

They were together for over two years. Two years! He had even proposed to her.

When she had rejected his proposal, he thought she was still angry over the row they had.

He fumed over her blatant rejection and refused to answer any of her calls, thinking it would teach her a lesson.

He had been her sole support over the past two years. He was there whenever she needed him. She couldn’t do anything without him.

He was certain that the phone calls were calls of repentance, that she had realized what a big mistake she'd made and was calling to beg him to return to her.

Then the calls stopped, and he heard from his colleagues that she had gone on a holiday.

He couldn’t believe Paige would pack up and leave for a holiday after what had happened.

That piece of news was quickly followed by rumors that she had left for good. To make things worse, she left him a letter telling him how sorry she was, how she realized they were better off as friends.

He was enraged when he saw the letter. He went through it, crushed it, and thrashed it. 

The letter was bullshit. Paige had no idea what she was talking about; only he knew what was the best for her.

She was nothing without him.

Cole nodded as he drove back to the hotel in Cheyenne.

That was what Paige needed.

Some motivation. Some reminder—just like before.
  



















Chapter Thirteen




They weren’t able to have breakfast at the usual time, but when Justin and Paige got back, the breakfast had been reheated, and there was a fresh pot of coffee on the dining table.

They had breakfast as if nothing happened that morning.

Justin had always loved the Seymours for their dislike of gossips, but he was impressed with their ability to suppress their curiosity even after such an eventful morning. They sat around the table, discussing the news like every other day.

Only after breakfast did Mrs. Seymour asked Paige if she was all right and reminded her that their house would always be opened to her.

Paige had nodded and thanked them before explaining everything. She told them about her stalker, about Cole, and why she decided to leave behind the life she’d built in New York. 

Mr. Seymour’s head bobbed up and down as Paige gave them the recount. 

Throughout the whole conversation, Mr. Seymour’s face held the same stoic expression. Only the intensity of his focus gave away his concern on the situation.

Mrs. Seymour, however, couldn’t seem to wrap her head around the situation. She didn’t understand why anyone would do that to Paige and how it was possible to be stalking Paige without being found out.

Paige smiled wryly, stating that she wished she knew.

Justin took Paige’s hand and shook his head at Mrs. Seymour who immediately understood it was time to cut the questions.

Before leaving the Seymours’ house, Mrs. Seymour again offered Paige the guest room.

No words were exchanged as they strolled back toward her house.

Right between the Seymours and her house, she looked back over her shoulder and onto the street, seemingly making sure that no one was there.

“You know, the Seymours’ house is pretty near the end of the street. We can probably get those motion sensor alarm and fix it up by one of the trees. That way, the Seymours will know whenever someone turns into the street.”

“It won’t work in my house?”

“I’m not sure of the range. I’ll check it out, but Mr. Seymour is the one with the gun.”

She laughed as she got onto her newly built deck and onto the swinging chair.

“Are you all right?” Justin asked, settling down next to her. “Andrew mentioned something.”

“That I was behaving nuts the last time I was home?”

“He simply said you had problem dealing with the stalking.”

“You saw the med I was prescribed,” she said.

“Was that it?” he asked. “I’m not judging. I just want to make sure that you’re all right.”

“I know.” She smiled at him. “I was really nervous. I didn’t dare to go out, and when I’m home, every creak sounded like someone had broken into the house. My windows were always closed, the curtains always drawn…”

“Why didn’t you talk to Cole about it?”

She rolled her eyes. “He was the one who made me see the psychiatrist,” she said. “He entertained my paranoia for a while, then I guess he got tired of it. I don’t blame him. Even I felt I was trapped in a prison. No reason for him to stay in one as well.”

“That’s how you got the anti-anxiety pills.”

“Mm-hmm. Cole thought it helped and kept insisting that I continue taking it.” She gave the chair a push and leaned back smiling. “But I didn’t like what it was doing to me, so I basically turned a deaf ear.”

His lips curled to reflect hers, he loved seeing her smile.

“I love this chair.” Looking over at him, she said, “Thanks. When did you get it up?”

“This morning thought you’d be out for your jog. Got it up then went home for a shower.”

“I was feeling lazy.” She pushed her fingers against her hair, smiling sheepishly.

“It’s okay to be lazy. You’ve been hardworking your whole life. I’m sure you’ve earned the rights to be lazy every once in a while.”

She laughed softly. 

“Can I ask you a question?”

She nodded.

“Why did you seem so worried when I volunteered to stay over at your house?”

She chewed on her lower lip for a moment before releasing it. “It’s nothing.” 

He’d told himself that he shouldn’t pressure her for an answer, but he couldn’t stop mulling over it in his head. His conclusion—the sight of Cole brought back her paranoia and she didn’t want to be alone with anyone.

But she didn’t seem frightened of him.

He studied her reaction. She wasn’t playing with her ring or clutching her arms. Instead, she appeared nervous.

That new revelation didn’t bring him any closer to an answer. She clearly didn’t have a problem turning Cole down, so that couldn’t be the issue.

Her soft laughter took his mind off his train of thoughts.

“Still thinking about it?”

He grinned and shrugged. 

“It’s nothing serious. I’ve never had a guy stayed over at my house before. I’m not too sure what I think about that.”

He frowned slightly and asked, “Cole?”

“We don’t stay together.”

“He never stayed over? So you stayed over at his place?”

She rolled her eye, shaking her head. “No. There’s no staying over. The end.”

“Huh.”

She gave the chair another push. “Will you be offended if I choose to stay with the Seymours?”

“Will you change your mind if I said yes?”

“No. But it’ll change how I think about you.”

Justin nodded as his grin grew wider. Growing up with an overprotective brother did have its benefits. “No, I won’t be offended. And it isn’t because of what you said,” he clarified.

“I know, and I was thinking. I can bring my air-mattress over and you can stay over there.”

“You don’t want me to stay over here, but you’re okay with me staying over in the same house as you over there?” He pointed to the Seymours.

“Well, like you said, he’s the one with the gun.”

Justin laughed. Somehow, Paige never failed to surprise him. “Well, lucky for you, I don’t mind the slight difference in location. But, I doubt the air-mattress will fit in the house. I’ll just crash on the couch.”

“I can sleep on the couch. I’m shorter, I’ll fit.”

“You’re not sleeping on the couch.” He quickly continued when he saw the retort she had hanging by the tongue. “Sleeping on the couch means you’re on the first floor; kind of making the whole point of keeping you safe by staying over at the Seymours redundant.”

She pinched her lips together, nodding. “Okay.”

“Do you want to pack some things to bring over?”

“Yeah,” she mumbled.

“Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe Cole will go home and life here will be quiet as usual.”

“And if the stalker turns up?” she asked. “I don’t want to go through that again; I don’t think I can. Feeling afraid, looking over my shoulders, being suspicious of everyone smiling or looking at me.” She took her index finger in her hand and twisted her ring around it.

“Okay.” He took her hand. “Let’s play it out,” he said. “Say it happens again, what’s the worst that can happen?”

Paige’s brows drew closer. “I kill myself so I don’t have to go through everything again?” she said sarcastically.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Humor me. If things go bad and you start getting the photos and the letters. Besides having to worry about looking over your shoulders, what are you afraid of?”

“That he’ll get me. He’ll hurt me, kill me. I’m afraid he’ll sneak into my house in the middle of the night and grab me. I don’t know. There are so many things that can happen.”

“You’re not alone at night. Mr. and Mrs. Seymour are right next to your room, I’ll be downstairs, so all you have to do is scream. Mr. Seymour loves his gun, he has a couple in his room. During the day, I’ll be with you. I can accompany you for as long as you need.”

Her lips curled into a smile. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

“But…”

“But I don’t want to become overly reliant on you. I don’t want us to become how Cole and I were.”

“You and Cole got together because of this. We didn’t.”

“I know, but I don’t want to be able to do things only when you’re around.” She sighed softly. “And I don’t want you to have to accompany me just to make sure I don’t break down.”

“I don’t want that, too. I want to spend time with you, but I want you to enjoy yourself, not because you need me to be a guard against your stalker. I’m not going to let him hurt you, I’m not going to let him trap you in your own house either.”

“You sound like a man with a plan.”

He grinned. He did have a plan. It wasn’t ironclad, but it’d help ease some of her concerns. “First off, I don’t think you want to abandon your newly renovated home, which I’ve done a fantastic job on, and stay with the Seymours forever?”

She laughed softly and leaned over on his shoulder. “Mm-hmm.”

“We can add some grills to your windows and doors. They’re easy to install, and you can slide it to the side when you want to look out, then lock them at night. That way, you don’t have to worry about someone breaking in and it won’t seem like you’re living in a prison.”

“I’d like that,” she said with a smile. 

“You already have an alarm, so we don’t have to worry about that.” He stood and stretched his hand out for Paige. Pulling her up along with him, he led her into the house and toward the kitchen. “If I’m your stalker, the closest place to your house where I can hide will be the woods,” he said, pointing out of her kitchen window. “We can’t install motion floodlights. There are too many things that can trigger it, but we can get curtains to keep the windows on this side of the house drawn.”

One of her shoulders inched up. “I don’t care much for the forest scene anyway.”

“Good. Next, when you leave your house, always leave by the front door. The space out front is open and there isn’t anywhere to hide. It’ll be obvious to the Seymours if someone walks or drives by. I’ll get the sensor and place it at the beginning of the street. We’ll test out the range and see if we can place it in your house.”

“All that sounds good, but it’s still going to keep me in the house.”

“The leaving-house part will come tomorrow.”

Paige arched a brow, waiting for him to continue.

“You’ll know tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” he affirmed. “There is one thing I’m concerned about. Your jogging.”

“I love running.”

“But you get so focused when you’re running. Your earphones are in, your eyes are concentrating on the road ahead, and I think you forget about the rest of the world.”

“Which is why I love running.”

“Which is why I’m worried. You didn’t even realize I was running after you until I got right beside you.”

“I was concentrating on my audio book.”

“You’re reading even as you’re jogging?”

“Technically, I’m not reading.”

Justin laughed and nodded, raising his arms up by his chest. “You know what, these are just preemptive moves. I thought if we have a plan, maybe you won’t be so frightened. But it may not even matter; Cole may be on his way home right now.”

“It does make me feel better. Thanks,” she said and leaned into his arms.

“I do have another idea, but I don’t think you’ll like it.”

“What?” she asked, looking up from his chest.

“Let’s play a game—a whodunit game.”

Paige sighed and stepped out of his arms. “It could be anyone. I’ve read up a lot on stalkers. It could be someone I smiled to on the subway. It could be the guy who makes my coffee, it could be the guy I knocked into at the coffeehouse.”

Justin nodded. “It could also be someone you know. You said that if the person had showed up in front of you, that at least you’ll know who he is. We may not be able to figure out exactly who, but we’ll know what kind of person you should be looking out for.”

So far, Paige hadn’t said no to anything he had insisted upon, but this time, he could see the hesitation in her eyes as she turned from him and walked back to the living room.

“You know in thrillers with psycho killers,” he continued. “Don’t the killers always look less intimidating when their masks come off?”

Paige sat and looked up at him from the couch, waiting for him to make his point.

“I think that’s because without the mask, the killer is just another human being. We can always take on another human being when fear isn’t running wild in our minds.” He settled beside her and took her hand. “I don’t want you to be afraid. Let’s try peeling off the mask.”

She stared right into his eyes, not saying anything.

Her eyes seemed to be searching his, but he didn’t know what she was looking for.

Then she finally nodded; slowly, but firmly. “Let’s try.”




Paige headed up the stairs and retrieved the box she’d pushed into the back of her cabinets, covered by all the sheets she’d stacked up in front of it. She hadn’t opened the box since that night she’d shown its contents to Justin.

Tugging it under her arms, she closed the door to her wardrobe and returned to the living room.

“Here you go.” She placed the box onto the table. “How do you want to begin?”

“Pen and paper.”

She went back upstairs, grabbed her pencil case and a few pieces of paper before heading back down. She sat, cross-legged, on the floor and took out all her colored pens, arranging them neatly in a row, starting from the lightest to the darkest color. “I love taking notes,” she said when she noticed him staring at her pens.

“And you need three shades of orange, green, blue, pink—”

“This is red. I have two shades of pink.”

“Right, that changes everything,” he said as a corner of his lips sneaked up.

Wasn’t men supposed to be unobservant? Why did she have to meet the one person who noticed all her eccentricities?

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Do you want to do this?”

He reached for the box and pulled it closer toward him. “He bought you flowers regularly, so he probably has a job.”

“Or he’s rich; inherited it or has a business.” She wrote the word ‘stalker’ in the middle of the white paper and branched out with the word ‘flowers’, then further expanded it with ‘has money’.

Justin pulled off the lid of the box and took out the stacks of letters. “What else?”

“He can spell, so he’s literate?”

“Come on, you can do better than that.” He took a letter off the top of the stack. “This paper, doesn’t seem like those you buy in stacks for office use. The color and material of the letter and envelope is the same, so he bought this specifically for you. Again, he’s got some money, and he pays attentions to details.”

Then he reached for the photos. “Many of the photos were taken in public. So he either blends easily into the crowd or he’s wearing pinhole camera. It seemed to be taken on the same level as you are, so same conclusion or he took the photos in a car.”

“There are photos of me in the subway, never of me in a taxi. So I don’t think they’re taken from a car.”

“Ok. It’s a dead end if he’s just normal, but if it’s a pinhole camera, he’ll need to know his technology.”

“True, but there’s google and youtube. Anyone can learn anything now.” Though she said that, she still wrote down the characteristics Justin came up with.

Justin flipped through the photos, going through each and every one of them. “Your life is pretty routined.”

Suddenly, Paige was self-conscious. The photographs catalogued her boring life over the past three years. She didn’t mind letting him into her life, but the photos displayed everything.

“Yes, I have a pretty boring life. Jog, work, home. I’ve never liked partying and all.”

“Soup kitchen?” Justin waved one of the photos in his hand.

“I go there whenever I don’t have night classes.”

He flipped over the photos and continued going through them. “And that will be Mondays and Tuesdays.”

“Yeah.” She stretched over and pulled the photos from his hand.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No, it’s…it feels weird having someone go through my life like this.”

“You give it a go, then. ”

“If he’s working, his job must have flexible timings, or have plenty of breaks and freedom.”

“In order to keep up with yours,” he agreed. “But there are no photos when you’re at work, none inside your class.”

“Yeah. That would’ve narrowed the suspects significantly.” She searched through the photos and placed it on the table. “But there’s this; I went out for lunch during my break that day, had a craving for cupcakes so I walked out several blocks to queue for them.”

“And he was there.” Justin stared at the photo she had slid across the table. “He would have that sort of freedom if he were in sales.”

Or a community college lecturer.

On days where she didn’t have many classes to teach, she could leave early. She could leave anytime as long as she didn’t have a class. 

“What?”

Justin’s voice broke her thoughts. “Nothing. Just thinking that my job gives me certain freedom as well.”

“Suspecting someone you know?”

“No,” she said. “No.” She was thinking too much. It couldn’t be anyone she knew. She picked up one of the letters and continued. “In some of the longer letters, he made references—good references—to poems. It wasn’t like he copied it off a book or the internet. He understood it, so he has to be educated.”

“And you like poems?”

“No, I hate them. I hated it when teachers give assignments like writing poems. I’m not melodramatic enough to write one.”

“Good. I know nothing about poems.”

She beamed at him, then turned back to the letters. “That’s all I have.”

“With all the time this guy spent doing this, he won’t have a life outside of this. So he’s a loner, someone whom people don’t bother to take a second look. I doubt someone like that can be a business owner.”

“You’re a loner, and you’re a businessman.”

He frowned. “I’m not a loner.”

“The only friends you have in this town are Travis and Amy.”

“And you? And the Seymours? I’m sure Jane would consider me a friend as well. Besides, if I couldn’t be charming when I wanted to, then what are you doing with me?”

She grinned and shook her head. There wasn’t any way she could retort without putting herself down, so she shrugged and wrote down the word ‘loner’ and canceled out the ‘owns business’ on her mindmap.

“You mentioned that he called you a whore for betraying him.”

Nodding, she added, “I get hate mail for speaking to any guy for a few minutes.”

“He’s possessive,” he concluded. “Did the letters ever mention Cole? I don’t see any photos of Cole.”

She turned her face away, thinking about his question. “No. He’s never in any of the photos.” She hadn’t noticed it until Justin had asked her. “I don’t get hate mail when I go out with him either.” 

Her brows drew closer as she thought back on what Andrew had told her.

Since finding out about the stalking issue, Andrew had insisted to Paige that Cole had been manipulating her through her fear. He even went as far as to accuse Cole as the stalker.

She knew Andrew never liked Cole and thought his dislike was clouding his judgement.

But now that Justin had asked, it didn’t seem that far-fetched.

“What are you thinking about?”

“Just something Andrew said.”

“He thinks that Cole is the stalker, too?”

“Too? I don’t think he’s the stalker,” she clarified.

“I do,” he pointed out. “Did you see how he reacted when he found out about us? He behaved like a maniac, and he did used the same word as the stalker.”

Paige rolled her eyes. “That’s because he read these before. Not all of them, but I’ve shown him a couple.”

“Did he behave that way when you were dating?”

“Of course not. He isn’t like that, not usually anyway. He never got angry with me before. Today is the first time I’ve seen him like this.”

“Yeah, when he found out you were with someone else. Sounds familiar?” His eyes slid to the side as his head cocked toward the box on the coffee table. “What was his initial reaction when you told him about your stalker?”

“He seemed concerned. He offered to send me home, accompanied me when I needed, and even went with me to the police station to report this,” she stated. “Why would he do that if he was the stalker?”

“He never made use of the situation to get what he wanted? Not even once?”

She folded her arms across the table and leaned forward on her elbow. “It came to a point where he knew I didn’t dare to go anywhere without him. At times, when I wanted to go for a gathering or some event, he’d come up with some last minute excuse to tell me that he couldn’t make it and I wouldn’t go either,” she said. “At first, I thought it was a bad coincidence, but the pattern got pretty clear.”

Justin didn’t say anything. He merely nodded, seemingly waiting for her to get to her own conclusion.

“That was it. He was nice to me; he won’t do this. I’m sure.”

Justin continued in his silence, rummaging through the letters, searching for clues.

They spent the rest of the afternoon sifting through the letters. With Justin guiding her, they were able to list down quite a few characteristics.

She had been through the letters so many times, but reading them only made her more anxious. She never got anything out of the letters. The only thing she’d managed was to write down those information on the back of the photos, then got herself all worked up over the knowledge that someone was watching her.

“These are different,” Justin said with his eyes still on the typewritten letter he was holding.

He was looking at the latest stack of letters she’d received. The letters right before the stalker broke into her house. The letters that made her leave New York.

“He started making a reference to our future,” she muttered.

“This is why you think he’s coming for you.” He fanned the letter in his hand.

She nodded slowly.

“This is why you freaked out when you realized he was in your house.”

She drew in a deep breath. “It was the one place I thought I was safe.”

“He’s no longer happy to watch from afar.” He read through the letter again.

She stared at him as his brows drew closer. “What is it?”

“The words used, it sounds like what realtors say when they’re trying to sell a house to young couples.” Justin dropped the letter onto the coffee table and leaned forward, stretching his hand toward her face. 

Only when his warm fingers touched her cheeks did she realized how cold her skin had become. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pushed you into doing this.”

“No, you’re right. Whoever this is, he’ll be less scary without the anonymity.”

Justin smiled and moved to sit beside her on the floor.

“And this is why it can’t be Cole,” Paige added. “We were already dating then, there wasn’t a need to get me.”

“But he proposed, he did try to have a future with you,” Justin corrected.

She sighed, not knowing what else to say.

“I’m just saying, be careful around him. Can you do that? Don’t get into the car with him. Don’t go anywhere alone with him. I know you used to do that, but things are different now.”

“Okay,” she said. “I don’t want him to think he still has a chance with me anyway.”

Justin packed up the letters and photographs on the table and returned them to the box. “Can I have this? I”ll get it back to you in a few days.”

“Yeah.”

Hiding the box didn’t get rid of the knowing of its existance. Each time she opened her wardrobe, she was aware that the box was inside.

She was aware that she was only in Pine Bluffs to hide from her stalker.

And she was aware of all the habits she had built up because of her stalker. Habits that she hadn’t broken despite being miles away from New York.

She didn’t have to close all the curtains in her house anymore, but whenever she looked out of the window, she would scan the area, making sure nothing was amiss.

She did feel safer and happier here, but this morning made her realized how fragile those feelings were. 

All it took was a black sedan rolling into the street for cracks to appear in the sense of security that Pine Bluffs had brought her. 
  



















Chapter Fourteen




Paige woke up before the alarm on her phone rang. She sat up on her bed and contemplated if she should go for her jog. She ran her hands through her hair and swung her legs over the side of the bed.

She turned her face to the window and looked out at the sky, watching the orange glow slowly invading the dark blue sky. She got to her feet and moved toward the window.

Standing right behind the curtains, she took in a deep breath before taking a step to the side and scanning the streets.

She sighed, exhaling the breath she’d taken when she confirmed there wasn’t anyone watching the house.

Giving up the thought of going for a run, she went into the bathroom and splashed some water on her face.

She washed up and headed downstairs, smelling the bacon from the kitchen.

“Good morning, dear. Breakfast is almost ready.”

The lights in the Seymours house were always switched on whenever she went for a jog, but they never had breakfast this early before. 

“How did you know I won’t be going out for my run?”

“Justin said so, told me to go ahead and prepare breakfast.”

She glanced over to the empty couch and caught a glimpse of the rifle leaning right beside the door.

“Just a safety precaution.”

She nodded and licked her lips. She didn’t grow up with guns around her house. Seeing something that could potentially kill someone lying so casually around was rather uncanny to her.

She took her eyes off the rifle and back onto the couch. “Where’s Justin?”

“He went back home to get something.”

Paige followed Mrs. Seymour into the kitchen, took the plates, and went out to set the table. As usual, Mr. Seymour sat, reading his newspaper. 

She had just set down the first plate when the doorbell rang. She didn’t even know the Seymours had a doorbell; their door was never locked.

Before she could take a step toward the door, Mr. Seymour stood and grabbed her arm.

He shook his head and stepped forward. “I’ll get it.”

“It’s me,” Justin shouted through the door.

Mr. Seymour released her arm and allowed her to go over to the door, but he stayed close until she opened it and saw Justin standing outside.

“Morning.” He leaned in and gave her a peck on her lips. She smiled as she breathed in his citrusy aftershave. “Breakfast ready?” He stepped into the house with her, but moved over to place the black box he was holding onto the coffee table.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“My plan to help you feel safe when outside the house.”

She looked over her shoulder at the box again.

Justin wrapped his arm over her shoulder and nudged her forward. “Let’s have breakfast.”

Once breakfast was over, the Seymours disappeared into the kitchen while she got dragged out of the house. 

“One minute.” Justin left her standing between the two houses, jogged to his car, and returned with a navy green cap in his hand. He placed it over her head and grinned as he adjusted the band on the back. “I don’t want you getting sunburn again.”

“Where are we going?”

“Behind your house.”

“Are we having a picnic?”

He smirked and took her hand, not saying another word.

As she rounded the house and plodded toward the woods, she noticed a piece of cardboard nailed against one of the trees facing them. On the brown cardboard, probably from an old box, was a rudimentary drawing of a man.

“What’s that?”

“Are you commenting on my drawing or are you asking what is that for?”

“The drawing is bad and yes, what’s that bad drawing for?”

He handed over the black box and gestured for her to open it.

She opened the black box made of plastic-like material. “A gun?” She closed the box as she looked back up at him.

“It’s registered under my name, but you keep it until we get you one. We’ll practice how to shoot with this today.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea. I freeze whenever I get frightened, I don’t think I’ll remember to reach for the gun.”

“So we practice.” He took the gun out from the box and chucked the box onto the floor. Pulling out the magazine, he checked it then returned it to its original position. 

She stood there, watching him check through the gun.

“You want to feel safe when you’re outside, right? This is small enough for you to put in your bag.”

Her eyes widened. “I’m supposed to carry this around?”

“Yes, and later back at your house, you’re going to practice pulling it out of your bag. And I’ll tell you where to keep the gun when you’re about in the house.”

She couldn’t help laughing. The image of herself holding a gun was hilarious. 

“Now, before Mr. Seymour joins us with more bullets and probably several bigger guns, let’s learn how to use this.”

Justin taught her how to use the safety on the gun, repeated it, then told her to recite it back to him.

“Always keep the safety on. Never point the gun at anyone you don’t want to shoot, even if the safety is on. And don’t drop the gun after shooting it as it might trigger another shot.”

Paige nodded as Justin rattled on, then repeated what he’d just said when he narrowed his eyes at her. “I’m listening.”

“I thought you’d be a better student than this.”

“I am a good student. If you give me a quiz on everything you’ve said, I’ll ace it. I’m just not too sure about actually shooting a gun.” She stared at the black piece in his hand. “It reminds me of how much I hated Drew joining the army, how he was shoot, and how he lost his leg. I could kill someone with that.”

“You can, but you can choose not to.”

She pursed her lips, not saying anything.

Justin didn’t push her when she didn’t reply.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t think things through. Forget about this, I’ll think of something else.”

Paige reached out and grabbed his arm with a small sigh. Among all her own arguments and counterargument, one was more prominent that the others—she wanted to feel safe and not only when she was around someone who could protect her. “I’ll do it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She straightened and began for the first time to pay serious attention. “Let’s begin.”

Justin unlocked the gun’s safety and gave her the instructions. 

She licked her lips as she held the gun in her hand. “Is it strange to feel nervous even though the gun isn’t pointed at me?”

Justin laughed and covered his hands over hers, adjusting her aim. “Don’t worry. Give it a try.”

She leaned back, knocking into Justin as she squeezed the trigger, sending off a shot.

It wasn’t the recoil that sent her against Justin; he had already prepared her for that. It was how loud the shot was.

One of her hands moved over to rub against her ear.

“You’ll get used to it. Remember not to lock your arms.” Justin stepped away from her. “Try it on your own.”

She stared at cardboard and noticed a hole in the badly drawn head.

“Try aiming for the chest. Bigger surface area,” he instructed.

She tried. She took aim and fired, then laughed when she completely missed, not just her target area, but the entire cardboard.

Justin laughed along with her. “It’s all right, let’s try again. Try to hold your hands in position instead of jerking it up.”

“Bullets delivery,” Mrs. Seymour announced as she came around the corner, holding two boxes in her hands.

“Where’s Mr. Seymour?” Paige asked.

“Digging for more things to shoot at,” Mrs. Seymour said with a slight shake of head. “He’s already stolen all my apples, oranges, and even the lemons I was going to use tonight.”

Paige chuckled as she saw how frustrated Mrs. Seymour was. 

“He’s bringing the watermelon, too. Specially for you, he says,” Mrs. Seymour continued with a roll of her eyes. “All right, I’m going back before he starts stealing the bacon strips or something.”

Mrs. Seymour thrust the two boxes into Justin’s hands and hurried back where she came from. 

Paige fired another few rounds and missed, but she figured out the adjustment she had to make.

This time she took aim, made the adjustments, and squeezed the trigger. “I got it!”

“Great, we brought more targets,” Mr. Seymour announced, carrying a large box in one hand and two different rifles in the other. When he set the box down in front of Paige, she could see a few more pistols inside.

She arched her brow and looked over at Justin. 

“He loves his guns.” He winked at her and went over to help set up the new targets that Mr. Seymour had stolen from the house.

While Justin arranged their targets, Mr. Seymour picked up each of his gun and told her in great detail about each gun. He explained how each gun worked, when it was made, and even who made it.

Mrs. Seymour cast a sorry glance over at Paige, then picked up a rifle, shifting it into position with perfect ease.

Once the lecture for each gun was over, Mr. Seymour would urge her to give it a try. 

Justin let her play with the rifles for a while before making her return to practice the pistol he’d given her.

Hours of practice and plenty of bullets later, she was getting quite good at it.

She still couldn’t hit the apples or oranges, but hitting the chest of the sadly drawn man was getting relatively easy. Out of five shots, Paige usually managed to get at least three shots into the cardboard’s chest.

She also managed to put some bullets into the watermelon that Mr. Seymour had prepared for her.

If only she could stop the cringing reaction before each shot and keep her eyes open; that would give her a better aim. She tried, but she each time she pulled the trigger, the same reaction would repeat as she braced herself for the loud blast that would send her ears ringing.

The rest of them couldn’t hide their smiles, but always followed up with an encouraging comment on how it would get better.

As the hours went by, she began to feel some prickling on her upper arms and elbows. She lowered the gun, returned the safety catch to its position, and looked down at her arms. 

Her skin was slightly pink, and tiny bumps were beginning to form on her upper arms.

They would go away once she got out of the sun, provided that she didn’t scratch them.

“Time to go in?”

She handed the gun over to Justin and reached over to her arm, slapping it a few times. That was the only way she could stop herself from scratching. “Time to go in.”

She wanted to help, but Mrs. Seymour told her to leave the packing to Mr. Seymour and Justin.

Once inside the house, Mrs. Seymour gave her a glass of ice water and a wet face towel. “Put it over your arms, will that help?”

“Yes, thanks.” She gently wiped her arms, then pressed the towel against her skin. Slowly, she shifted the towel down the length of her arms. The water from the face towel took much of the heat away and the itch faded.

She took the face towel over to the laundry basket. “Thanks, Mrs. Seymour, you saved me a trip to the doc.”

“You need to see a doctor for being under the sun for too long? I thought you were in the track team.”

“I also have sensitive skin and absolutely no discipline when it comes to itch. Once the itch kicks in, I can’t stop scratching. Then, I know it’s in my head, but I’ll start feeling the itch all over and my scratching just gets out of hand.” 

“You’re one of those who’ll scratch until you bleed.”

“Then I’ll scratch around that wound, but that was when I was younger. I have a tiny bit more discipline than before.”

“How does the doctor help? He ties your hands down?”

“Medicine. A tiny yellow pill that miraculously takes away all the itch.”

Mrs. Seymour laughed. “Are you serious? I didn’t even know such medicine existed.”

“Guess there are plenty of ill-disciplined people.”

“Are you talking behind my back?” Justin asked as he came up behind her. “How’s your sensitive skin, princess?”

“Fine, thank you,” she answered grudgingly.

Justin wrapped his arm over her waist and pulled her closer. “Kidding.”

When he was done packing up, the two of them returned to her house and he asked if she was feeling better. The moment she assured him that she was, he made her practice pulling the gun out from her bag.

He was incredibly patient but tremendously strict.

She tried out several different ways to hold her bag for easier access, then practiced pulling out the gun and releasing the safety catch. 

Once they were done with that, Justin told her where to place the gun in the different rooms, reminding her to bring the gun along whenever she moved among the rooms, even the bathroom.

She thought that was rather extreme, but he’d explained it to her as the need to cultivate the habit of bringing the gun when she moved around.

Then finally, the opening of doors. Justin told her that he’d get her one of those doorbells with a camera so she would be able to see who was standing outside the door without having to look through the peephole.

She laughed as Justin proceeded to explain elementary safety rules such as not opening doors to strangers, leaving the chain on when speaking to people she didn’t know.

It wasn’t the first time she’d lived alone.

“What’s so funny?”

Paige shook her head and continued from where he had left off. “Always ask for ID and call the company or department to check if the person is who they claimed to be. Look out of the windows before opening the door to make sure no one is hiding from the view of the peep hole.” She stopped when Justin grinned. “I lived in New York before this, and you forget I’ve a ridiculously protective brother.”

“All right. If it’s someone you don’t know, always hold the gun in one of your hands. Keep it behind your back, not behind the door. In case the person push against it and knock the gun out of your hand.” He moved over to the couch. “Same treatment goes for Cole. Try not to let him in unless I’m around.”

When that was over, Justin asked if she wanted to get the grills for the windows and her backdoor.

She stretched her back, pulling her shoulders back and feeling the ache in her arms. “Can we do that tomorrow? I’m kind of tired.”

“All right, but you’ll stay at the Seymours tonight?”

She nodded and collapsed onto the couch.

“And you’ll practice bringing the gun around even in their house.”

She stared at him for a split second before nodding away. She was sure the Seymours wouldn’t mind. “Anything else?”

“You can do it you know. Even if your stalker turns up here, you can beat him.”

Paige gave him a small smile. She was grateful for all that he had done and all that he was intending to do for her, but she wasn’t sure if a pep talk would change anything.

“You’ve been letting him control your life. Truth is, you control his.”

She laughed dryly. “Right.”

“He’s obsessed with you. His moods are controlled by you or how you behave. His thoughts are consumed by you.”

“So you’re saying that I should stop seeing you and stop talking to any male species so as to keep my stalker from sending me hate mails?”

“No,” he said in all seriousness. “I’m saying that if your worst case scenario happens, if he does somehow get his hands on you, the control is yours. Think about that.” He gave her a peck on her forehead.

Justin always managed to present things so differently, and his points always seemed absolutely logical. She’d never thought of things between the stalker and her in such perspective.

“Can I think about it in my nap?” She yawned softly.

“At the Seymours,” Justin said.

“At the Seymours,” she agreed. “What are you going to do?”

“Go visit Travis?” he said with a shrug. “Remember the gun.” He placed the gun into the black box.

Justin walked her to the Seymours before giving her a peck on her lips and going back toward his car.

Mrs. Seymour grinned as Paige walked into the house. “Where’s your bodyguard?”

“Going to Travis’s.” She yawned again, her hands covering her mouth as she slumped onto the couch.

She didn’t think that shooting at targets could be so tiring. She pulled the black box onto her lap and opened it. “I’ve strict instructions to practice carrying the gun around with me. So don’t get frightened if you see me walking around with it.”

Mrs. Seymour laughed and gave her a pat on her lap. “My dear, you can tell him that you don’t want to do it. I can see you don’t really enjoy playing around with the guns.”

“That’s because I’m not good at it,” she said with a sheepish smile. “I’ll be fine with more practice.”

She wasn’t sure if having a gun around with her when she was about the house or outside would make any difference, but Justin had spent all morning teaching her how to use it, so she was going to practice as she promised.




Paige eyes flew opened when she heard the soft raps on the door.

“Paige?”

She ran her hand through her hair and sat up on the bed. “Yes?” she said as she stumbled off the bed and opened the door to see Mrs. Seymour standing outside.

“I think Cole is waiting for you outside your house.”

She took in a deep breath.

He was supposed to go back to New York. He was supposed to disappear and things were supposed to return to normal. Why was he still here?

“I’ll go talk to him.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

She smiled at Mrs. Seymour’s frown. “No, it’s fine.”

Mrs. Seymour nodded uncertainly. “Well, scream if you need anything.”

Justin must have said something about his suspicions to them.

“Don’t worry. He’s never hurt me before.” The line between Mrs. Seymour’s brows deepened, so Paige quickly added, “I’ll scream if I need help.”

“All right.” Mrs. Seymour went down the stairs, and Paige closed the door.

She changed out of her pajamas into a light blue T-shirt and beige shorts before heading out of the Seymours and toward her own house. 

Cole was pacing on the front porch, pausing every now and then to pound on the door. He noticed her as she was halfway across.

He stopped pacing and waited for her as she went over. “Why aren’t you at your house?”

The words seemed demanding, but he’d asked it calmly enough. This was the Cole she knew.

“I was over at the Seymours.” She cringed slightly when she saw the bandage over his nose and the pink, purplish bruise that spread toward his eyes. “What are you doing here? I thought you’ll be on your way home.”

“I’m not giving up,” he said as she stepped up her front porch.

He lifted his hand and Paige saw the familiar black velvet box he was holding. 

Oh, no. She sighed and took a step away from him. “Cole—”

“I’ll do anything to get you back.” He reached over for her hand, seemingly trying to make her take the black velvet box.

She pulled her hand back, shaking her head violently. “No. You don’t understand. I don’t love you,” she spoke slowly, enunciating the last four words. “We are not getting back together.”

His lips twitched and curled up into a sneer that he removed almost immediately, returning to his usual composed self.

But that split second slip in his peaceful look was enough to unsettle her trust in Cole.

She looked over to the Seymours’ house and noticed Mrs. Seymour’s watchful eyes through the window. 

Paige backed away from Cole. Before, she’d attributed his sudden outburst of anger to her getting over him so quickly, but his sneer made her wonder if his even-temper was simply a carefully controlled facade. 

“You need me. I’ll make you see.”

She felt her arms go cold. 

She shook her head and told herself that she was overreacting; Cole wouldn’t hurt her. 

She opened her mouth to speak, intending to make him understand that there wasn’t any way they would end up together, but Cole took a large stride forward and roughly grabbed her hand.

He tightened his claw-like grip when she tried to pull her hand back. 

Pressing the black velvet box into her palm, he seethed, “Keep this. You’ll be wearing it soon.”

That sounded very much like a threat to her, but threat didn’t work with her; not when she’d grown up dealing with overbearing guys who were easily twice his size.

She refused to close her hand over the box. When he let go, the box fell onto her deck.

Cole’s eyes were on the box, but he looked up at her when she spoke. 

“I’m not keeping it. I won’t be wearing it—ever. You should leave.” She stepped aside, leaving the path down the steps open.

Again, the sneer appeared. But Cole was quick to switch it into a smile.

Paige’s hand clutched onto the deck railing and she squared her shoulders. She wasn’t going to let him scare her.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said and walked down the porch, not bothering to pick up the box.

“Everything all right?”

She looked over when she heard Justin’s voice and saw him walking toward her. Justin took a glimpse of her, then turned his focus to Cole.

Cole continued toward his car, striding past Justin as though he wasn’t there.

Justin glanced over his shoulder as Cole went by. He turned back to Paige with a frown. “You all right?”

“Yeah,” she said, looking at the box on the floor.

Justin picked it up as he stepped onto the porch. “Is this what I think it is?”

“Maybe the ring isn’t inside. He doesn’t seem to care that I let it drop to the ground.”

His brows drew closer. He flipped the box open and turned it around to face her. “I guess he was sure you’d pick it up.”

“He’s being so weird.” She took the box from him and closed it. Turning around, she placed it on the corner of her deck railing. “He seems absolutely convinced that I’ll get back with him.” Leaving the box on the railing, she stepped toward Justin and continued. “Maybe this will send the message.”

“You sure about that? It looks expensive.”

“Do you want me to keep it?”

“He made his bed.”

She laughed softly and went over to sit on the swinging chair. “Was it coincidence that you came over just as Cole was here?”

“Mrs. Seymour called me before she woke you up.”

“Aah, I see,” she said with a smile. She leaned onto his shoulder when he joined her on the chair. “How’s Amy?”

“Frustrated. The baby was due two weeks ago. She was dousing some chips with salsa sauce when I was there.”

They sat and continued chatting until Mr. Seymour called them over for dinner. That night, she stayed over at the Seymours again. Knowing that the Seymours were in the room next to hers and that Justin was on the couch downstairs was reassuring.

She moved over and stared at the gun she’d slotted behind the nightstand. She’d completely forgotten to bring it out with her.

Justin was right about making it a habit; something she would do tomorrow.

She switched off the lights and got into bed, praying that she wouldn’t be there when Cole found out where she’d left his ring.
  



















Chapter Fifteen




Paige could hear Justin chatting with the Seymours as she was coming down the stairs, but stopped at the bottom of it when she saw him wearing a light gray shirt instead of the usual T-shirt and jeans.

“You look different.”

“I have to head down to Cheyenne today, going to view a couple of houses.”

“Oh,” she said.

He took a large step toward her with a grin. “You sound disappointed.”

“No, I’m not. I—”

He stopped her with a peck on her lips. “I was intending to ask you along. That’s if you want.”

“You kids going to Cheyenne? Bring something back for me?”

“Sure,” Justin answered without taking his eyes off her. “Are you coming?”

“Why not? We can go look at the grills for the windows, too.” She looked down at the shorts she was wearing. “I’ll go change,” she said, heading toward the door.

Justin grabbed her hand, holding her in place. “Later. Let’s eat first.”

She shrugged. “Okay.”

Halfway through breakfast, there was a knock on the Seymour’s door.

Mrs. Seymour frowned and immediately looked over at Mr. Seymour. “Are you expecting someone?”

“No.” Mr. Seymour pushed his chair back.

“I’ll get it,” Justin stood before Mr. Seymour had to.

He strode over and opened the door. “What do you want?”

“Paige?”

Paige gave an audible sigh. She stood and hurried over, peering over Justin’s shoulder. She dropped back on her heel and laid her head against Justin’s back.

Cole didn’t just turn up again, he had to turn up with flowers; the specific type of flowers she hated.

“You weren’t at home, so I figured you might be here,” Cole said, again treating Justin as the invisible man.

“Is there something you need?” she asked impatiently. She couldn’t believe Cole would come knocking on the Seymours’ door to look for her.

“I brought you flowers.”

“I don’t want them. And your ring, I left it on the deck railing.”

“I saw. You should keep it properly; I don’t want to see you upset if it gets stolen.”

Paige’s hands flew to her face, her fingers splayed over her eyes. Dropping her hands, she stepped away from Justin’s back and stared at Cole. “Please, stop it. I’m not going to accept the ring. Not now, not five years from now, not ten years from now.”

“You will.”

She threw her hands up in the air. “No, I won’t. You don’t get it. I don’t love you. I don’t care if the ring gets stolen. Gosh, I’d probably write a thank-you note to the person for clearing it away from the railing.”

Cole looked away from her and down on the floor for a moment; the same moment the chilling sneer appeared. Clearing his throat, he continued as if Paige hadn’t said anything. “What are you doing today? I want to take you out for dinner tonight.”

“Are you deaf?” Justin asked. “She isn’t getting back with you. Get over it.”

He took a step back, pushing Paige along with him, and slammed the door close.

“He has serious issues.”

“Right, he was exactly like this yesterday,” she said, her hands still gesturing about in the air. “I thought I was being oversensitive.”

Justin took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She noticed him taking a deep breath through his nose before continuing. “Forget about him. Eat.” Pulling out the chair for her, he said, “Maybe he needs time.”

Her lips curled as she sat.

Justin could’ve jumped in and gone on about how Cole could be the stalker. Instead, he only tried to assure her that everything would be fine. 

She turned to the door, half expecting Cole to come crashing in.

“He must’ve left.”

Paige returned her attention to the table, realizing that everyone had paused for the last few moments as well. 

Once they were done with breakfast, Justin accompanied her home. The moment she stepped up on her porch, she saw the bouquet of deep red roses that Cole had left right in front of her door.

She rubbed her palms against her arms.

“Are you all right?” Justin pulled her closer against him.

“Initially, I felt horrible that he’d come all the way here for me. Now, I can’t help but think he’s punishing me for rejecting him. He knew I hated red roses. The stalker kept sending those to me.”

Cole wasn’t here to get her back; he was here to get back at her.

Sighing heavily, she picked up the flowers, moved over to where the black velvet box was, and dropped both the flowers and the box over the railing. They landed on the ground, right beside the three small steps up her deck.

“He’s trying to remind you of the stalker,” Justin mumbled. He quickly shook his head and replaced the frown he was wearing with a smile. “I’m over thinking things, just be careful around him. Putting aside my suspicion, his behavior isn’t normal.”

She nodded slowly. Something was wrong with Cole. Despite the exterior facade he’d placed, he wasn’t the person she thought she knew.




Over the last few years, Justin had made quite a profit from buying bank-owned foreclosed home. There were a few bad investments, but he had learned from them.

He had contacted realtors over the interest of buying such houses and from the emails, he’d chosen three of them, arranging to view them all in one day.

The appointment was still an hour away, but he’d made sure he arrived earlier to scout out the area.

“Are we lost?” Paige asked as he slowed his car and drove around the neighborhood.

“I’m checking out the neighborhood,” he explained. “Many of these properties have been through several auctions without any takers. Sometimes, buyers are unwilling to fix it up and that’s where I come in. But sometimes, there are good reasons. Maybe it’s been used as a meth house, the neighborhood is bad, or it’s stuck in an area where there are too many foreclosed homes.”

“So what are you looking out for?”

“Signs on how many of the houses here are up for sale. If children are allowed to walk and play around freely without adult supervision.”

Paige’s brows rose, and she nodded. “Because if parents allow that, it means the neighborhood is safe. You give yourself too little credit, you know?” 

“Credit for what?”

“Your success. You didn’t take a gamble. You’re really smart.”

“You sound surprise.”

“I never thought otherwise,” she quickly said. “The things you say, they sound completely logical, but I don’t think I’ll ever think or notice them if I’m house shopping.”

“I learned from my mistake. I once bought a house in a high-end neighborhood for what I thought was a pretty good deal. Turns out, it was used as a meth lab, so it was basically poisonous for anyone to stay in there for prolong periods.”

“What did you do?”

“I could get so-called professionals to clean the house. But after some research I realized no matter how much you clean it, there are still risks. So I tore the house down and rebuilt it. That cost me quite a lot of money, but it taught me a lesson. There’s more to it than the dollar value of the house itself.”

“So how do you check if it has been used as a drug house?”

“Test. I either demand it from the realtors or I get it done on my own.”

“These tests, aren’t they expensive?”

“Few thousand at the most. Cleaning up will cost tens of thousands, and rebuilding a house will costs even more.”

Paige pointed out the window. “There are some kids cycling around. And I haven’t seen another house that’s up for sale in this neighborhood.”

Justin pulled up to a house with a pink bicycle and a skateboard lying in the middle of the front lawn. “Shall we?”

“This is the house you’re viewing? It doesn’t look like it’s been abandoned for months.”

“This isn’t the house we’re viewing. But it sure seems like there’s a mother at home to answer my questions.”

She laughed softly. “Okay. Do I wait for you here?”

“Come along. I’m sure the mom or whoever is inside will be more relaxed if they see a couple instead of just me.”

“Okay.” She unbuckled her seat belt and stepped out.

Justin joined her and took her hand as they strolled over to the house. Just as they were about to ring the doorbell, two kids came running out of the house with cookie crumbs still on their lips and a mother hollering behind them to watch out for cars.

The strawberry blonde wearing a light green T-shirt and black capri pants saw them and paused for a moment, her eyes immediately flickering over to her children.

“Hi, I’m sorry to disturb. My girlfriend and I are looking at a house for sale in this area, and we’re hoping we can ask you some questions about the neighborhood.”

The mom broke into a smile and waved them in. “The blue house a block away?”

“Yes,” Justin answered.

“Have a seat. Water?”

“No, thank you.”

“All right, what would you like to know?” the mom asked as she sat on the couch.

“How’s this neighborhood?”

“Good. It’s pretty safe. There was a break in a few years back. Since then, we have a neighborhood watch. There’s a cop living on our street, he organizes the shifts for the patrol.”

Justin nodded with a smile. “Then do you know why the house we’re looking at was foreclosed?”

The mom pursed her lips and continued in a gentle tone. “Bad luck. I guess it could happen to anyone of us. Steve was the sole breadwinner in the family. He got let go from the company and couldn’t find another job.” She took in a deep breath and said, “He tried. He ended up taking two lower paying jobs, but later suffered a stroke and couldn’t work. Joyce hadn’t worked for years and couldn’t get a job. I guess they couldn’t keep up with the medical bills and all.”

“That’s so sad,” Paige said, her brows etched in a frown.

Justin lifted her hand to his lips and smiled at her.

“It’s a great neighborhood to start a family.”

His lips curled further up as he thought about that. It did seem like a good neighborhood.

Paige smiled politely at the mom. “We heard the house has been empty for awhile. Is there some reason why no one bought it?”

“The Flemings tried to keep the house for as long as they could. They had the house for over a decade so if you’re getting it, you’ll probably have to do quite a lot of renovations to make it look new again. I heard that the pipes are leaking through the floors, and the floorings are popping up. Those can be quite expensive to change. The interior is quite old-fashioned, too. It hasn’t been remodeled.”

None of those would be a problem for him. “And since the house has been foreclosed, has there been squatters or even drug pushers.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. We’ve all seen the news of meth labs and all. We didn’t want that in our neighborhood. The neighborhood watch I told you about, we always check the house to make sure the doors are locked, windows intact, and no one is living inside. The neighbors keep a look out for any suspicious people hanging around the neighborhood as well.”

“Great,” Justin said and stood. “Thanks for the information.”

“It’s nothing,” the mom replied with a shrug. “Good luck with the house.”

Justin and Paige thanked her again before returning to the car.

“So, are you happy with what you’ve heard?” Paige asked as she slipped into the car.

“Yeah, it’s worth taking a look.”

When they got to the house, there was a car parked up front and the door to the house wasn’t locked. Justin knocked on the door and entered.

The realtor stopped fiddling with the vase and went up to him. “Hi, Mr. Doyle. And you must be Miss Watson.”

Justin had already emailed all the realtors they were meeting, informing them that Paige would be coming along. In the email, he listed out some of the things that Paige’s stalker had mentioned in the letters and emphasized to the realtors that they were not to say any of those lines while showing them the house.

He didn’t bother to give an explanation, simply that they shouldn’t mention them in front of Paige.

Paige shook the realtor’s hand and they stood in the living room with an awkward silence for a moment while the realtor tried to size up the relationship between Paige and him.

“Erm, this is a great house,” the realtor finally said. “Come, let me show the two of you around.”

Paige was the perfect partner to bring around. 

She appeared genuinely interested in the house, but pointed out all the nooks and cracks she noticed. And when the realtor told them the price, she took a quick scan of where they stood and arranged her lips into a small, uninterested pout.

He did think the asking price was too unreasonable. With all the renovations he would have to do, he didn’t think it was worth it. He gave the realtor the price he was willing to pay and told her to discuss it with the bank.

“You’re a great actress.”

She chuckled softly. “Haggling 101, never show that you’re interested, right?” She laughed again. “My mom taught me that.”

They went for lunch and after that, the same house viewing cycle repeated itself over the next two houses.

Having Paige by his side made the viewings fun. 

At each house, she would complain and whine about the houses not having a view, the rooms being too small for the wardrobe, and all the things appropriate for women to complain about. Her complains led to the realtor discounting the price of the house without Justin having to bargain.

It was also fun to listen to the realtor talk about the house, suggesting the possibilities of what he and Paige could use the rooms for. 

Viewing houses had always been just business for him.

Whenever he viewed a house, his thoughts were usually focused on the numbers. He looked out for the things that had to be fixed or changed and calculated how much it’d cost him to do so. He would have checked the selling prices of houses in the neighborhood and would know the extent of renovations he would have to do in order to get the house looking as good as or even better than the rest.

He loved the money he made from flipping houses. He loved putting his hands to work on improving the house. The viewings, however, had always been dry.

This was the first time he’d brought someone else along.

For one, he didn’t like to tell people what he did. Secondly, he didn’t want the women around him thinking that he was intending to bring their relationship, or whatever they had, to the next level.

He’d convinced himself that he only brought Paige because it wasn’t safe for her to be alone in Pine, not when Cole was acting all crazy. But he ended up having a great time with her.

Simply having her next to him, feeling her arm around his and smelling her shampoo, made this the best viewing he ever had. 

Being able to listen to her whines and watch her commitment to their act was a bonus; it made the viewings much more entertaining.

After all the viewings, they went to pick out the grills for her windows before having dinner. Throughout dinner, they talked about the houses they had seen, and he told Paige some of the worst houses he’d renovated.

Though he’d spent an entire day with her, Justin didn’t want to send her home right after dinner. He asked if she was tired and when she said no, he drove them to Lion’s park for a stroll.

“Do you think you’ll be getting any of the houses we saw today?” Paige asked as they walked leisurely along in the park.

“Probably, I like the first house we saw. Good neighborhood. I’ll take it if the bank is willing to let it go at the price I offered. The third house wasn’t too bad either.”

Her head bobbed up and down as he spoke. “Then are you going to move into the house while you’re working on them?”

“Are you asking if I’ll stay on in Pine?”

She licked her lips and continued staring ahead, not saying anything.

He pulled Paige to a stop and turned her toward him. “Now that you know more people in town, now that you’re more confident of your driving, will you be upset if I left?”

He’d asked her that question once, but she hadn’t given him an answer.

She gazed right into his eyes and smiled. “Yes,” she said softly.

“Do you want me to stay?”

“Will you be happy if you stayed? I know you hate the place.”

His lips curled, and he leaned in closer. “I just need a reason to stay. You asking is more than enough for me.”

Her smile widened. “Then don’t leave.” She rested her hand on his chest, her thumb playing with the edge of his shirt. “Please stay.”

Her soft, gentle words warmed his heart. He gave a satisfied sigh and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her up for a kiss. He could feel her tugging on his shirt; she didn’t want to let him go as much as he couldn’t get himself to break from the kiss.

With one arm across her waist, another of his hand weaved into her hair.

All along, he’d never tied himself to another person. He’d never allowed himself to rely on anyone. With his mother, he was always the parent. With the Seymours, as grateful as he was to them for taking care of him, as much as he loved them for giving him a family when he didn’t have one, he never felt complete.

He had never felt so needy of someone. He didn’t just want to have Paige in his arms, he needed her. His heart pounded hard as he held her tight against him and deepened his kiss.

The kiss captured him thoroughly.

He couldn’t pry himself from her. Each second of his lips on hers, each taste of her tongue, was making him crave for another second, another taste. 

Everything felt right where they were. He had never been happier or more satisfied standing where he was.

Pulling back from the kiss, Paige dropped flat on her feet and leaned her head against his chest as she drew in a deep breath. She sighed softly and snuggled closer against his chest while he kissed her hair.

“We should go,” she said softly, still breathless from their kiss.

They should.

He tipped her chin and gave her another peck on her lips. “We should go,” he repeated, mainly as a reminder to himself.




Standing at a safe distance behind a tree, he glanced around and made sure he wasn’t causing any suspicion.

He had to be careful. If he were seen now, everything would be over.

He clenched his fists as he saw Paige kissing the new guy.

She was supposed to be his. He had done so much for her. He had prepared a future for her.

She wasn’t supposed to leave. She wasn’t supposed to start a new life without him.

He gritted his teeth and his body tensed as he thought about her betrayal.

Opening and closing his fists, he shook off the tension that was causing his muscles to quiver.

There would be time to punish her. There would be time to make her understand that she was his, and only his.

It wasn’t really a punishment, not for her.

She loved him. She didn’t know what she was doing.

Slanting his body away from the oblivious couple, he took in a deep breath and strode away in the opposite direction. She would be his…eventually.
  



















Chapter Sixteen




Everything in a small town was routined. Each morning as she jogged, the same cars would pass her by, and the same houses would have their lights on. After skipping the few days of run, Paige got up, put on her running shoes, and headed out.

Maybe Justin’s pep talk sank into her heart, or maybe she had hit her point of what-the-hell.

Whatever it was, she was done whining.

Whining about her fear, about being trapped in her own house wasn’t going to change anything. 

So she took the first step to regaining control of her life. 

The same sights greeted her, and the same cars drove by. But now, without her ear phones she could hear the high-pitch screech coming from the dusty yellow car going past her. From one of the houses, a loud wake up call from a mother drifted onto the streets.

Justin was right about her being too focused when running.

Back in New York, she didn’t think it mattered. There were so many people on the streets all the time that she didn’t think anyone could do anything to her out in public. But over here in Pine Bluffs, things were different.

It was simply better to be more cautious.

So, she retired her audiobooks and instead learned to pay attention to her surroundings. 

Jogging toward the Seymours’ house, Paige scanned the area and made sure there wasn’t anyone around her. She slowed down her pace and stopped the timing and heart rate monitor on her watch. 

Stopping outside the door, she rang the doorbell. She had to go back to her house to take a shower, but Justin had requested in his deep, musky voice that she let them know before doing so. 

She couldn’t say no, not when he used that voice.

“I got it.”

Jane? “Hey,” she greeted Jane as the door opened.

“Good morning.”

Paige couldn’t help feeling that Jane was studying her for whatever reason. “Joining us for breakfast?”

“Actually, I’m here to check up on you.”

So she wasn’t imagining things.

Paige did notice the genuine concern in Jane’s eyes. “What’s wrong?” She unwrapped the face towel she’d twirled around her palm and wiped off the perspiration on her forehead and neck.

She stepped into the house and followed Jane over to the couch, but didn’t sit; she didn’t want to dirty the couch. 

“It’s all right, I’m sure it’s nothing.” Jane looked up at Paige and asked, “Do you want to take a shower first?”

“Can you wait?”

“Yeah,” Jane assured.

“All right. Give me 15 minutes.” Paige jogged across to her house and headed to her bathroom. She got ready in less than fifteen minutes and returned to the Seymours’ house. 

She gave Jane a warm smile and sat next to her on the couch. “So, what are you here to check up on?”

“It’s probably nothing but a rumor. I just wanted to make sure you’re all right.”

“That’s sweet. As you can see,” Paige said. “I’m still in one piece. What’s the rumor?”

“There’s a rumor going around that your ex-boyfriend’s back, and Justin got into a fight with him because you’re getting back together with your ex.”

“Who said that? I mean how did they know?”

“I think it started from the doc himself. I’m not sure, but someone came up and asked me if it was true. It’s a small town, people talk.”

“It isn’t like that. I’m not getting back with Cole. Cole insulted me and Justin punched him. That was it. Didn’t you see Justin? He was still here when I left for a jog.”

“He went out after you, said he was going to buy something. I was sure he was going to follow you around in his car,” Mrs. Seymour joked. “You didn’t see him?”

Paige laughed at Mrs. Seymour’s words. Justin wouldn’t follow her around that way. If he didn’t want her to go for a jog, he would’ve asked. “No. I have no idea where he went.”

“All is good, then?” Jane asked.

“Yes,” Paige assured. “And you?”

The sound of keys jiggling turned their heads to the door that inched open slowly. After a moment, Justin popped his head in and stepped out from behind the door. “You’re earlier than usual.” 

She was. Without the audiobooks, she couldn’t help feeling what a waste of time it was and it got rather boring to run without doing anything else.

Justin’s eyes flickered over to Jane. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“Why are you being so secretive?” Paige leaned forward and narrowed her eyes.

Justin grinned at her and pulled out the bouquet he was holding behind his back. “Morning.”

“Aww.” She stood and moved over to him. “You didn’t have to do that. It’s not because Cole brought me flowers, right?” 

“I bought you flowers because I wanted to, and I brought it here despite knowing that Mrs. Seymour won’t let it go without some embarrassing remarks because I doubt you wanted to see flowers on your porch.” He bent down and gave her a peck on her lips.

“I see you guys are perfectly fine.”

Justin arched a brow at Paige.

“There’s some rumor about me getting back with Cole.”

“Don’t worry, I’m not letting her go.”

Paige smiled sheepishly as Jane grinned. 

“That’s smart. And I’m actually here for something else, too. I was thinking of asking you to help me with my résumé,” Jane said to Paige.

“Résumé?”

“Yeah.” Jane’s grin grew wider, creasing her eyes. “A position in the American Museum of Natural History opened up. I really want that job, but I have no idea what to put in my résumé.”

“That’s fantastic. Yeah, I can help you with that.”

“Did you have to type a résumé? I thought you were hired even before you began searching for a job?” Justin asked.

“But I’ve seen a lot of résumé when I’m hiring,” she countered.

“All right, I’ve to pick up the window grills for you anyway. At least you’ll have someone to accompany you.”

“Wow, look at those flowers,” Mrs. Seymour commented. 

“And here we go,” Justin said.

Mrs. Seymour knocked Justin on his head and continued. “You think I didn’t hear what you said when you came in?” Turning to Paige and Jane, she said, “Let’s eat, breakfast is ready.”

Later, when Justin went to pick up the window grills they’d ordered, Paige and Jane went back to her house to work on the résumé. 

She could see how excited Jane was. Each time Jane spoke of the job, of moving to New York and starting afresh, her eyes would sparkle. 

Jane definitely needed a fresh start. She needed to get away from all the negativity and constraints she’d allowed herself to be bound to in this town.

While finalizing the résumé, Paige’s ears pricked up at the sound of a car engine entering the street. After months of having Justin driving his truck up to her house, she could recognize the specific sound of his truck’s engine.

And whoever was driving in definitely wasn’t Justin.

She got to her feet and went over to her window. “Crap.”

“What’s wrong?”

“The ex who won’t let go,” she grumbled. She leaned her head back and sighed softly when she realized she’d left the gun right where it had been sitting—behind the lamp on the nightstand in the Seymours. 

Seriously, Paige, she chided herself.

Cole headed toward her house and she saw his eyes moving to the flowers and the ring she’d thrown on the floor.

Turn around and leave, she willed in her head.

Instead, Cole widened his steps and stormed over to her house.

“He seems angry,” Jane said as she peered out.

“This isn’t good.”

Jane pushed Paige over toward the door, her finger on her lips. “Shh…Let’s just pretend we’re not here,” she whispered.

Both of them jumped when Cole pounded on the door. Jane’s hand flew to cover her mouth while Paige froze.

Noticing the laptop that was still on her coffee table, Paige swallowed hard and pointed at it.

Jane curled her fingers into a fist, leaving her index finger pressed firmly against her lips.

“Paige, open up! I know you’re in there.”

Paige closed her eyes as the uncomfortable vibrations from Cole’s pounding pulsated down her shoulders. She pulled out her ring to the tip of her index finger, twirling it around.

Lord, please. Please do something.

“Paige!” Cole bellowed, and the pounding on the door continued. “Paige! Open up!”

Paige clenched her jaws and took in a deep breath through her nose as a sense of indignation rose within herself. She exhaled slowly, then lifted her back off the door. 

She was done hiding.

She spun around and reached for the door knob, but Jane immediately grabbed her arm.

“No,” Jane mouthed, shaking her head. “Don’t.”

Open the door, I won’t leave you helpless. Those words resonated in her heart. 

Squaring her shoulders, she opened the door.

“What are you doing?”

Paige heard Mr. Seymour’s voice, but Cole was standing right in front of her door, blocking out her view.

“Paige! Do you know how much the ring cost me? You think that hiding here will get rid of all your problems? Stop being stupid,” Cole continued as if he hadn’t heard Mr. Seymour.

“Young man, it’s time for you to leave.”

“Paige.” He reached out and tried to grab her arms, but she slapped them away before he could reach her.

“Are you deaf, Cole? How many times do I have to tell you ‘no’?” She raised one of her hands, with her palm facing him, and said, “Cole, for the last time, please leave me alone. I don’t care how much the ring cost. Get it out of my sight or I’ll throw it into the trash.”

She stared frostily at Cole even as his face went red and she could see the vein pulsing in his temple.

“You whore! You bloody bitch! You—”

Mr. Seymour rammed the back of his rifle into Cole’s back, sending him falling forward into her. Without thinking, she shoved against him and pushed him back.

While Cole stumbled, Mr. Seymour jammed the gun against him. This time on his leg.

Cole’s knee gave way and he bent over, swearing.

Shifting the rifle in his hand, Mr. Seymour pointed it at Cole and repeated, enunciating each word loud and clear, “Young man, it is time for you to leave.”

Scrambling off the floor, Cole aimed a scornful look at Paige. “I’ll see how long you can do without me.”

Without looking at Mr. Seymour, Cole scurried back to his car and drove off.

“You all right?” Mr. Seymour asked.

“Yes, thanks.” She looked over at Jane and continued. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Your ex is a little crazy.”

“A little?” She shook her head. ‘I’m beginning to think he’s completely insane, and perhaps I was completely blind.”




Justin loaded up the window grills and some of the other stuff he’d bought. Then he got into the car, ready to head back toward Paige’s house.

But the moment he opened the door, his phone rang. He got into the car and answered the call from Travis. “Hey.”

“I’m a father!” Travis exclaimed.

Justin eyes widened and laughed. “Finally! Where are you now?”

“At the hospital.”

“All right, I’ll be there in a bit.”

“All right.”

Once the call ended, he noticed the dozens of calls he’d missed. All of which came from the Seymours’ house.

Mrs. Seymour was probably calling him about Amy’s delivery. 

He didn’t want to drive around with all the stuff in the back of his truck anyway, and he was sure Mrs. Seymour would want to go down to see the babies, too. So instead of heading over to the hospital directly, he drove back toward Paige’s house.

Just a minute into his drive, another call from the Seymours’ house came in.

He pressed the answer button and said, “I know, Travis called me already.”

“How did Travis find out?”

Justin narrowed his eyes. “Of course he knew; it’s his wife.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“Obviously not what you’re talking about.”

“Justin Doyle, your girlfriend’s ex came over again and flew into a rage when he saw the ring and flowers. Victor chased him away, but maybe you should get yourself back here so I don’t have to keep hitting the redial button.”

His legs had slammed on the gas pedal the moment the word ‘ex’ came up.

Something was severely wrong with that guy. How many rejections would Paige need to slap in his face?

“I’m on my way.”

When he got back to the Seymours, Paige was sitting on the couch with Jane, chatting as though nothing had happened.

Paige smiled and got up to give him a hug as he strode over.

“I’m all right,” she said before he could ask.

“What did he do this time?”

“Nothing much.” Paige returned to her seat, pulling Justin along with her.

“He went crazy, pounding on the door and calling Paige names,” Jane said.

Justin didn’t have to ask what names he’d called Paige.

“We hid behind the door for a while, but Paige couldn’t stand it. She opened the door and confronted him.”

His eyes popped open. His tongue ran under his row of teeth as his jaw slackened. 

“But Mr. Seymour was right there, so her ex couldn’t do anything.”

He nodded slowly. “Why did you open the door?”

“Because I’m sick and tired of having to hide. You said I can do this.”

“I meant it, and I still do.”

It was exactly what he wanted for her. It was better than her cowering behind the door. But his rationality couldn’t justify away the concern of what could’ve happened. 

“We should do something about him. I don’t want him coming over and harassing you every day.”

“I’ve made it extremely clear to him that we’re not getting back together.”

“And he’s made it extremely clear that he’s serious hearing problems,” Justin retorted.

“Restraining order?” Jane suggested.

Paige sighed. “I doubt that’s going to change anything.”

“Where was your gun?” Justin suddenly asked.

That made Paige wince. “I forgot to bring it over with me.”

“You have a gun?” Jane asked, incredulous.

“Yeah,” Paige answered Jane. “It is Justin’s.”

“All right, I should get going.” Jane stood and took her bag. “You take care now. If you need a place to hide from Cole, I’m sure my mom won’t mind you staying over.”

“Thanks. And Jane, could you maybe not give your mom the details on what is going on?”

Jane pinched her index finger and her thumb together, then slid them across her lips.

“Thanks.”

“Do you want me to talk to Cole?”

Paige closed the door and turned to look at him right in his eyes, seemingly gauging how serious he was. “No, I don’t see how that could end well.”

“Are you afraid I’d hurt him?”

“You sound jealous.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Yes, I’m afraid you’ll hurt him and get yourself into trouble. I’ll never forgive myself if that happens, so don’t.”

“What were you talking about on the phone?” Mrs. Seymour asked as she came out of the kitchen with a glass of water for Justin.

“Damn, I forgot all about that. Amy just gave birth, I told Travis I would be there in a bit.” He stood, already pulling Paige toward the door. “You guys coming?”

“Yeah, but I need to change. You kids go ahead, we’ll be right behind.”

“Are you sure it’s all right that I tag along? I don’t know them.”

“They won’t mind, and there’s no way I’m leaving you alone. I left to pick up some stuff, then you had to hide behind a door while your ex tried to pound it down. I doubt he would’ve succeeded—”

Paige stopped abruptly by the car, looking at him with her brows raised. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You can’t possibly watch me every second of the day. You did teach me the means to protect myself, it was my fault that I forgot the gun. Besides, you’re the reason why the Seymours are watching over me as they are.”

Tapping his finger against her nose, he scowled. “You shouldn’t be concerned about making me feel better now.”

“You shouldn’t be blaming yourself in the first place.” She stepped closer toward him and laid her head against his chest. 

He ran his fingers through her hair and asked softly, “Are you all right?”

“When Cole first turned up, I thought the break I got from moving here was over. But you didn’t allow it. You tried helping me see the stalker for who he is. You taught me how to shoot, so I won’t have to be trapped by fear.” She looked up from his chest. “You’ve done everything you can.” She tiptoed and gave him a peck on his lips. “And I’m perfectly fine.”

“I’m glad you decided to confront him, but the next time, will you make sure you have your gun with you before doing that?”

She smiled and nodded. “I didn’t have my gun this time, but I have God.”

His head slanted to the side, waiting for her explanation.

“I don’t know how to say it.” She chewed on her lips, looking to the side. “When I was standing behind the door, I asked God to do something and I felt this sudden rush of anger that fueled my courage.” 

“You opened the door due to anger?”

“No. Yes, maybe. But there was more. I felt…secure. Something spoke in me, to me, I don’t know. I had this confidence that God wouldn’t leave me to deal with this alone. He’s already given me everything I need to deal with my situation.” She shook her head when she realized she was rambling. “And the moment I opened the door, Mr. Seymour was right there.”

Justin wrapped his arms around her waist. He was glad that she seemed to have found the answer she was searching for.

He hoped she was right. He couldn’t watch over her 24/7, but God definitely could.

“I don’t know how to explain it to you—”

“You don’t have to.” Tucking her hair behind her ear, he said, “If you believe that was what happened, then it’s good enough for me.”




With Paige’s hands in his, they hurried down the hospital corridor, searching for the room where Amy was in. From the corner of his eyes, he noticed Paige rubbing her palm against her arm.

“Are you cold?” Pulling her closer, he draped his arm over her shoulders and rubbed his palm down her arm.

“Thanks, you’re always so warm.”

Which was why he never had the need to wear a coat or jacket unless it’s winter. His body had always generated more than enough heat to keep himself warm. “Stay close to me, then.”

The moment Justin and Paige stepped into the room, Travis placed his index finger over his lips. Both Travis and Amy held a baby in their arms.

Amy was lying in bed, clearly exhausted but still radiating with joy. Travis sat on a chair next to her hospital bed, gently swaying his body from side to side, rocking the snoozing baby.

Justin and Paige slowed their pace and lightened their steps as they moved toward the couple.

“Sorry we’re late,” Justin whispered. “This is Paige. Mr. and Mrs. Seymour are on their way.”

“Aah, the one who’s been keeping Justin in town,” Amy said, her voice equally soft.

Paige smiled politely and turned her attention to the baby in Amy’s arm. “Oh, look how cute she is. Look at how tiny her hands and feet are.” Gently, she ran her finger along one of the baby’s hands. “Aww…” she gushed as the baby’s tiny hand wrapped around her finger. 

“You want to hold them?” Amy asked.

“I don’t want to wake her.”

“I don’t want to sound like a bad mother, but my arms are aching.”

Paige laughed softly and nodded. “All right, but don’t blame me if she burst out crying.” 

As if she was lifting a bubble, Paige lightly slipped her hands between the baby and Amy’s arm, taking the newborn into her arms.

The baby stirred and there was an instant moment of silence when everyone held their breath, hoping the baby wouldn’t wake up crying.

“Shh…” Paige cooed while rocking the baby.

The baby shifted in her arms and went right back to sleep.

“She’s so tiny,” Paige commented when she noticed Justin looking at her. 

“Justin, your turn.” Travis stood and walked over. “I wasn’t in labour, but I was up all night, too.”

Justin took a step back. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I don’t know how to hold the baby.”

“Just hold it like I am. Support the head. You can hand it over to Mrs. Seymour when she’s here,” Travis said. “I’m going to crash on the couch.”

“Just put her in the crib.”

“You think I haven’t tried. She’ll cry.” Travis stretched his hand over placing the baby into Justin’s arm. “See, perfectly fine. Goodnight for now.”

“You haven’t even told us their names.”

“You’re holding Jessica. Paige is holding Joyce.”

“Welcome to the world, Joyce.” Paige smiled at the sleeping baby.

Justin hadn’t realized he was staring at Paige until she glanced up at him. 

“Oh, my phone is vibrating.” Paige handed the baby back to Amy and reached into her back pocket for the phone. “Mrs. Seymour,” she said, and went out of the ward to answer the call.

“You’re in trouble,” Amy sang the words.

“What did I do?”

Amy shook her head with an indulgent smile. “You’re so in love with her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You don’t see how you look at her. And for the first time in my life, I actually think you’re happy.”

“I’ve never been unhappy. It’s you guys who keep assuming that I am.”

“Maybe, but you’ve never been happy.” Amy stopped talking and looked over at the door when Paige reentered. 

“They’re here, coming up right now.”

Amy nodded and arched her brow at Justin when Paige wasn’t looking.

There had been plenty of times when Justin had been happy. He was happy when the Seymours bought him a bicycle for his birthday, when the Seymours helped him with his work and cooked for him while his mother was still passed out on the couch, when the Seymours opened their home to him while he was avoiding his mother who was suffering from a hangover.

Those were the only times in his childhood that he felt like a normal child.

Then there was the first check he received from the first house he’d flipped.

But he had to admit that things with Paige was different.

He had never felt like that about anyone. It was a different sense of happiness from what the Seymours had given him.

He tried to put into words what he was feeling, thinking, but he couldn’t.

Looking over at Paige again, he was only sure of one thing—he didn’t want to go back to life without her.
  



















Chapter Seventeen




Paige turned off the shower and wrapped the towel around her. She listened to the water drained down the pipe and waited. Her hand was on the door knob, but she closed her eyes and paid attention to the sounds in the house, listening to make sure there weren’t any strange noises.

When she realized what she was doing, she shook her head and stepped out without waiting for the sound of water dripping to stop.

Justin had fixed up the window grills, added a security chain to her door, fixed up the new doorbell he’d told her about, and installed the motion sensor set right at the entrance into her street.

Now, whenever some walked or drove into Marquardt Avenue, the alarm in her house would ring.

She looked over at her unmade bed and smiled, glad to be back in her own house.

Though the Seymours told her that she was welcomed to stay at their house for as long as she wanted, she moved back into her own house last night.

She didn’t care if Cole would show up again and if she’d start getting the dreaded letters, she was done hiding.

For over three years, she’d allowed herself to focus on the fear of having someone constantly watching over her. She’d allowed the loud screaming voice of fear to take over every inch of her life. 

She was done entertaining fear and all the thoughts that brought her nothing but anxiety. She promised herself that she’d start saying ‘no’ to her fears. 

Justin was right. The stalker was obsessed with her. The control was hers, not the other way around.

For prudence sake, she had decided to make some tiny adjustments.

She had pushed her usual jogging time back half an hour. There would be more cars on the road then and it’d be safer for her.

Placing the gun down by the dressing table, she got dressed.

Usually, she’d grab her cell phone and head over to the Seymours. It was just a short distance between the two houses. If she needed anything, she could always come back to get it.

But today, she took her handbag and slipped the gun in. 

She was determined to make it a habit. She didn’t want to be caught off guard without her gun again.

The guilt she’d felt for Cole had completely evaporated. She wished things didn’t have to be so ugly, but he seemed determined to make it so.

She crossed over to the Seymours without a single glance over her shoulder. Justin was already seated on the Seymour’s porch, there was nothing for her to worry about.

“Good morning,” she chimed.

Though she had moved back to her own house, Justin remained at the Seymours.

She took the handle of her bag and gave it a light shake. “I remembered to bring the gun.”

Justin nodded with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” She moved over to him. 

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

“You look worried, and that worries me.”

“Don’t worry, it’s nothing to do with Cole or your stalker.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line. “I didn’t think it was about that.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She nodded and reached over to take his hand. She couldn’t quite figure out if he was frustrated or concerned. “Is it your mom?”

“She broke up with her latest boyfriend; says she needs money and a place to stay.”

“What did you say?”

“To check herself into rehab.” He looked down and twirled the phone in his hand. 

“And you’re feeling bad about that?”

“No. I told her long ago to choose between alcohol and being my mother. She made her choice. I’m not going to enable her.” He looked over at Paige, pushing her hair back behind her ear. “Do you think I’m a horrible son?”

“No,” she answered without any hesitation. “I think you have the courage to do what many cannot. And the fact that you’re so tortured, even though you know you’re doing what’s best for her, shows that you’re an amazing son.”

She leaned over and gave him a hug.

The way Justin handled the situation with his mom made her feel ashamed of how she dealt with her own problems. He was definitely affected by it, but he didn’t allow his feelings to take over.

It must pain him that his mother chose alcohol over him.

He could have chosen to be resentful and to use his alcoholic mother as an excuse to become one. But he didn’t.

And here she was, handing control of her life over to a stalker who had caused her nothing but misery. 

She took in a deep breath and pulled away from him. “You’re doing the right thing, you’re a great son.”

Justin cracked a genuine grin. “Thank you.”

She shrugged and pulled him to his feet. They went into the house and had breakfast, during which Paige asked if she could have more practice with shooting.

Everyone was more than willing to help.

Once they finished their breakfast, they all helped set up the things while Mrs. Seymour guarded the kitchen, keeping Mr. Seymour from raiding it.

Since food was out of the question, Justin picked up fallen leaves and taped them to the trees for Mr. Seymour to use as target shooting.

They spent the next two hours practicing. This time round, she was more comfortable with the gun. Before each shot, she would take in a deep breath, then squeezed the trigger. Her cringe reflex was getting more manageable, and she learned to control her arms, preventing them from jerking upwards as she fired.

“You’re getting better,” Justin said as they sauntered out from the Seymours’ house after packing up. 

She beamed brightly at Justin, then turned toward the white postal service van that drove into the lane. She felt her gut twisting inside her even before the mailman opened the car’s door.

Justin took her hand and continued toward her house. “It’s normal to receive letters. I’m sure there are bills you have to pay.”

Right, there wasn’t a need to get so tense over a few mails.

But when the mailman pulled out a stack of letters, she swallowed hard.

Even before she consciously registered the source of her panic, something in her brain began ramping up the fear. Then, she caught up with her instinct—the cream colored envelopes.

She closed her eyes and forced herself to take in a deep breath, not realizing that she’d stopped walking.

“Paige Watson?”

She had promised not be controlled by her fear. “That’ll be me.” She took the letters from the mailman and continued into the house.

Justin followed her without a word. He took one of the cream-colored envelopes off the top of the stack and opened it. He twisted his lower jaw and took in a deep breath.

“I’m fine.”

Justin narrowed his eyes, observing her for a moment.

“Paige—”

“I really am,” she affirmed. “It doesn’t matter who this person is. Behind all the letters, flowers, and photos, he’s just human. This is why you taught me to shoot.” She sat with the stack of letters still in her hand. “The envelope and the paper are different. They’re similar, but different.”

Justin sat next to her, still scrutinizing her. 

“I am fine.”

“You’re being very brave, but I don’t want you to hide behind a mask. If you’re afraid, you’ll let me know?”

“I’m scare, but I’m also sick and tired of this.” She threw the stack of letters onto the coffee table. “Fear is feeling, so is anger. I think it’s time to get angry.”

“I think that’s a great idea.”

Paige smiled. “Besides, this time round, I have the advantage. Like you said, there are limited places where he can watch me. It’s a small town, there’ll be talk if anyone notices someone new.”

Pushing her hair behind her ear, Justin ran the back of his finger down her cheek. “All that is true, but promise me you’ll still be careful.”

She nodded and read through the letter in her hand. “There’s something different about the words.”

“What does it say?”

“No, literally. I think the font is different or something.”

Justin’s brow drew closer as he lifted the letter closer to his face. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Paige read through the letter again. Something was wrong about these letters. She placed the one in her hand down and picked up another.

She perused through all the letters, reading each of them several times.

Then, the new motion sensor alarm that Justin installed rang. Her head snapped toward the window as the sound of engine got louder.

Setting down the letter in his hand, Justin got up and moved over to the window. “Cole,” he said already moving back toward her. 

She pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. Cole was the last person she wanted to see. She wasn’t interested in dealing with his strange behavior today.

“Do you want me to talk to him?”

“No, I will.”

Justin opened the door before Cole could press the doorbell.

Stepping out from behind Justin, Paige stated without any emotion, “Cole, I’ve told you, we’re not getting back together. Please, just go. I’m not in the mood to deal with you today.”

“What’s wrong?” Cole asked, his voice infused with concerned.

His calm behavior surprised her.

She shook her head. “I got the letters again.”

“Let me see.”

“No, it’s fine. I don’t need your help.” She turned to go back to the couch, but Cole suddenly grabbed her arm.

“Looks like it isn’t safe for you to continue staying here. Leave, leave with me. I can help you, just like I was doing before.”

“I’m not moving.”

“What? It was perfectly fine for you to up and leave New York when it was me, but now you don’t want to leave because of him?”

Again, the Cole she’d seen in the past few days returned.

Without turning to Justin, she could feel the waves of fury rolling out from him.

She wrenched her arm from his hand and stepped away. “You should go. Stalker or not, I’m not getting back together with you.”

Cole stretched out his hands and clutched onto Paige’s shoulder, shaking her.

She gasped at his sudden action, her throat tightening.

In one action, Justin pried Cole’s hand from her shoulder and pulled her back behind him.

“You won’t be able to survive without me!” he yelled.

A sense of rage exploded within her. She held Justin back as she saw him leaning forward with his hand clenched in a fist.

Immediately, Justin dropped his fist.

She stepped beside Justin and squeezed his hand when she felt his hand tightening around hers. “Is that what you think? That as long as the stalker has his hold on me, you can control me? Drew was right all along, you have been using this to manipulate me.”

As she said that, a sudden realization dawned upon her.

She stormed into her house and gathered the letters before returning to Justin’s side. With all the letters in one hand, she flung them in Cole’s face. “I knew something was wrong with the letters. That’s because the stalker didn’t write them, you did,” she seethed. She couldn’t remember a time when she was this angry. “Get out of my sight. I don’t ever want to see you again.”

The shock on his face said it all.

There was no surprise or anger at her accusation. He stared at the letters and struggled to form a sentence. “Paige—”

“No. There’s nothing you can say that would excuse your despicable behavior. There’s nothing in the world you can do to get me to take you back. Get that into your thick skull,” Paige said, her finger jabbing forward. “We are over. Next time you show your face here, I’m going to call the police.”

Cole took a step toward her and Justin moved forward, putting himself between them. “Stay. Away. From. Her.”

Paige knew it was probably taking everything in him to stop himself from hitting Cole.

Justin slammed the door close and let go of Paige’s hand to close the curtains.

“Well, I guess the good news is that the stalker hasn’t found me,” Paige said as she returned to the couch. “I can’t believe he did this; he saw what the letters did to me. How could I have been so blind?”

“You’re not blind, just too trusting.”

Paige looked over at Justin and gave him a small smile. “Thanks, for not jumping in when I was dealing with Cole.”

He shrugged it off, not saying anything else.

Andrew would never have allowed her to confront Cole like that. He would’ve stepped in before she could even open her mouth.

She could sense how irate Justin was, but instead of responding to his feelings, he controlled it for her and trusted her to deal with the problem.

“What are you thinking of?” she asked as she noticed his faraway gaze.

“The letters, you’re sure it isn’t from the stalker?”

“Yes,” she answered. “It’s different from those I used to receive. For one, whenever I got a hate mail, there would be one along with it that apologizes for what was written. But today, all of them were hate mails.”

“What if it’s because he’s so angry that you left?”

“Maybe. But every letter I’d received were of the same type of letter and envelope. Even the font in each of the letters was exactly the same. I can’t be a 100% sure, but something doesn’t feel right with the letters I got today. And if he didn’t send them, won’t the natural response be ‘what the hell are you talking about’?”

“True,” Justin agreed.

“Why?”

“If it’s him, at least we know who to watch out for.”

“Well, whoever it is, he hasn’t found me yet. Maybe he won’t ever find me. Maybe he’s moved on to a new target.”

He pressed his lips together, forming a thin line. Then pushed up a corner to form a patronizing smile.

“You don’t think so?”

He turned, angled his legs toward her, and leaned forward. “I won’t let you go. If you were to disappear, I’d go looking for you. Your crazy ex didn’t, and still doesn’t, want to let you go either.”

“I may be wrong, but you sound jealous.”

“Would you like it if I have women knocking on my door every day?” 

She smiled, she hadn’t thought about it like that. “I don’t have guys knocking my door. Just one who isn’t quite right in his mind.”

“Are you trying to change the topic? Or are you trying to ask me how many women have there been in my life?”

“Tell you what, the next time he’s here, I’ll shoot him. Not at him directly, probably in his general direction. I’m sure he’ll get the point then.”

He laughed, then continued. “And I promise, there won’t be any ex knocking on my door.”

“That’s a difficult promise to keep, unless you have a crystal ball or something.”

“You’ve told me your secret, I’ll tell you mine.”

Paige narrowed her eyes, her brows furrowing slightly. 

He reached over and gave her forehead a tap with his index finger. “Don’t worry, I’m not crazy. I don’t have a crystal ball,” he teased. 

“I know that,” she said and waited for him to continue.

He exhaled through his mouth, seemingly considering his words. “I don’t do relationships.”

“Okay,” she replied. That explained why he wouldn’t have any ex looking for him, but it didn’t make her feel any better.

He did introduce her as his girlfriend when they were out house hunting for him, but it probably was just a ruse; an easy explanation for her presence.

“So, I won’t have anyone who would come looking for me,” he added.

Was this his way of saying he wasn’t interested in having a relationship with her?

“Don’t look so sad. I lived my life making sure of that.”

“Why?” she asked.

“It’s tiring to be concerned about another person.”

After all that he’d gone through, he’d the right to feel that way. 

“What was it like? Living with your mom.”

“Tiring.”

She gave him a thin lip smile; it was the only smile she could muster.

“Are you mad?”

“With?”

“With how I handled relationships, or whatever you like to call them.”

“What do you call things between us?” she blurted.

Might as well put it out there. He was frank enough to tell her that he didn’t do relationships, she might as well tell him that she didn’t do whatever it was he did.

He paused briefly and studied her face. “I think there’s a misunderstanding,” he said. “I’m saying you’re the first person whom I consider my girlfriend.”

Her fingers moved to her lips as she broke into a smile. “Then why did you look so worried when you were telling me about it? And why would I be mad?”

“You tend to feel strongly about helping people. I was afraid you’d think I’m too much of a jerk to continue dating.”

She laughed, leaning forward into his arms. “I don’t know who you were before, but right now, you’re the man I want to be with.”

He lifted her from his chest and kissed her, just as his phone started vibrating.

He pulled out his phone from the pocket and sighed.

“Do you know where she is now?”

“Somewhere, getting drunk. I haven’t seen her since she left.”

Paige’s eyes widened, and she straightened. “She left before you did?”

He nodded as if it was common knowledge.

It probably was, to the rest of the town.

“You lived on your own since then? How old were you?”

“Fifteen.”

“You lived alone since you were fifteen?”

“No. My mom signed over her parental rights to the Seymours.”

Her jaw dropped. “I’m sorry.”

Justin shook his head and smiled. “Don’t be, it was actually better. I didn’t have to wake up and search for her around town to make sure she was still alive. I didn’t have to run and check out every crashing noise to make sure she hadn’t hurt herself. And besides, I was staying over at the Seymours half the time anyway.”

Paige didn’t know what to say.

She shouldn’t have asked; she was sure those were memories he didn’t want to remember. That was probably one of the reasons he’d avoided coming back here for ten years.

What a burden he’d carried as a child. Having to become the parent, living in constant fear. “And yet you still rebuilt the house for her.”

“The Seymours gave me a chance for a new life. I thought I could give her that chance, too.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to come back here because of the memories?”

“I offered to buy her a house anywhere she chooses. All she had to do was to get and stay sober. She didn’t want it. I guess a small part of me had hoped she’d just come home to see the new place. I’ve been asking the Seymours to move in so that I can rebuild their house, but they simply refuse, saying their house is fine the way it is.” He tilted his head and frowned. “What’s with the smile?”

“What smile?”

“The I-know-something-that-you-don’t smile.”

She chuckled softly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“There. There it is again.”

“I was just thinking…that though you claim not to care about people, you actually do. You clearly care about your mom and the Seymours. You care about Travis enough to spend time working on my house without getting paid.”

“But I did get the girl.” He winked. “I thought it was a pretty good deal.”

She grinned. “You cared enough to offer Jane a shirt when everyone else was laughing at her.”

His brows raised. “She told you that? That was so long ago.”

“You care enough about me to teach me how to shoot and to make me feel safe in my own house.”

“My mom wasn’t all that bad when she wasn’t drinking. The Seymours basically brought me up. Travis and Amy were the only friends I had in town, and Jane, well, I felt bad for her. But you, you’re an abnormality.” He shifted closer toward her. “Tell me, Miss Watson, what kind of spell have you woven over me?”
  



















Chapter Eighteen




Paige’s eyes flew opened as she lay in bed. The ringing of the motion sensor alarm still reverberating in her mind. She turned to her side and looked at her digital alarm clock, glowing in the darkness of her room. 

2:47 a.m.

She pressed her palm against half of her face and pushed her hair back. She didn’t have to guess who it was. 

Her hand reached over to her nightstand and took the gun before pushing herself off the bed.

Even before she got downstairs, the pounding and ringing of the doorbell began.

She took in a deep breath, calmed herself, then tightened the grip on her gun as she stepped off the flight of stairs and moved toward the door.

“Paige!”

She rolled her eyes as she tucked the gun into the back of her pajamas, leaving the handle hanging out, and switched off the alarm before opening the door.

The stench of alcohol hit her the moment the door was opened. She cringed and turned her face away.

The idea of dealing with Cole was repulsive enough without the alcohol. “Go home, Cole. There’s nothing here for you.” She tried to close the door, but Cole stuck his feet in between the door and the frame.

“I’m sorry, Paige. I’m sorry for what I did,” he pleaded. “I never meant to hurt you. I can’t lose you.”

Those words by themselves would’ve sounded like a repentant man, but it wasn’t—not when the words were ripped off from her stalker’s apology letters.

“You’re sick. Get some help.” She asserted pressure on the door, hoping the pain would make Cole pull his feet out.

"No, the problem here is that you're an ungrateful whore!" He shoved hard against the door, causing it to ram against her shoulder.

She gasped and staggered back.

Stabling herself, she reached over to her left shoulder, kneading it.

But Cole wasn't done.

Paige didn't know if it was the adrenaline, the pure insanity running loose in Cole, or if the chain lock on her door was weak. Whatever it was, with another rough shove, the chain broke off from the lock and the door flew right open.

Cole didn't give her any chance to react. He lunged toward her. Her arms flew up in defense as she got pinned against the wall.

She screamed and struggled against his grasp on her wrist. The impact was extremely painful on her lower back.

The pain, however, reminded her of the vital object she’d forgotten in the midst of what was going on.

Cole leaned in close, so close that she could smell the alcohol reeking through his breath.

He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. "You're mine. No matter what." He leaned, trying to press his lips onto hers.

Paige bit down on her lips and snapped her head away from him, pressing the side of her face against the wall.

He clearly didn't care if she wanted his kiss. He pressed his lips against her cheek and began moving down her neck. She screamed, kicking her legs about.

“Ugh!” He reeled from her.

Amid the darkness, she didn’t know what was going on. She pulled out her gun and fired two shots in the general direction. She didn’t care if she hit him.

Turning to the door, she bolted out, dashing across the small grass patch toward the Seymours. 

The door opened before she was barely out of the house. Mr. Seymour stepped out with his rifle in hand while Mrs. Seymour stood behind him, her arms opened, gesturing for Paige to move over toward her.

She ran past Mr. Seymour and heard the distinctive double clicks of his rifle as he cocked his gun.

She flinched when the rifle fired, but she kept running until she was next to Mrs. Seymour. The distance between the two houses never seemed farther.

“It’s all right, Paige. It’s all right.” Mrs. Seymour slowly reached for her gun and took it from her shivering hands. “Let’s get inside.” 

Mrs. Seymour wrapped her arm over her shoulders and half dragged her into the house.

She jumped when another shot went off.

“It’s okay, it’s just Victor.”

Paige crossed her arms and pulled them close against her chest. She couldn’t get rid of the chill running across the surface of her skin.

“Are you all right? Did he hurt you?” Mrs. Seymour sat her down on the couch.

She closed her eyes. “He tried, but no. How did you know he was at my house?”

“I heard him shouting your name.”

“He’s gone.” Mr. Seymour came in and placed his gun down beside the door.

“Did you hit him? Did I?”

“I couldn’t see clearly,” he said. “But I don’t think so.”

She buried her face in her hands. “This has to stop. It’s getting out of hand.”

Mrs. Seymour sat beside her, rubbing her back.

“Paige.”

Lifting her head, she gave Justin a wry smile as he got down on one knee right in front of her. 

He cradled her face in his hands. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” He scrutinized her expression for a moment before reaching for her hand. He looked down and his eyes widened when he saw her wrist.

“I’m okay,” she assured when she noticed the redness around her wrist. “I’m okay.”

His face was expressionless, but his chest heaved as he took in a deep breath through his nose. He turned to Mrs. Seymour and asked in a controlled tone, “Have you called the police?”

“Right after I called you,” Mrs. Seymour said. “Why don’t you take her upstairs and rest? I’ll get you kids when they are here.”

Paige took in a deep breath and closed her eyes again. She was feeling quite tired. 

Justin stood and pulled her to her feet. With his arm over her waist, he accompanied upstairs.

That was when she remembered where Cole’s lips had been. She went into the bathroom and washed her cheek and neck with whatever soap she could find. She didn’t care if it was going to cause her skin any problem, she would rather have her skin peeling than whatever he had left on her.

“Paige, stop. You’ll tear your skin.” Justin took her hand and pulled it down.

It took her a moment to react, but she eventually nodded and washed the foam away.

They walked into the guest room in silence until she got onto the bed. She shifted, leaning her back against the headboard. “I shot him, somewhere in his general direction. But I don’t think I hit him.”

“You kept your word.”

She laughed dryly as Justin pulled the blanket over her and got onto the bed. He pulled her against his chest and asked softly, “What happened?”

“The chain lock doesn’t work.”

“You know that isn’t what I was asking.”

She took in a deep breath and sighed. “He didn’t manage to do anything. He would’ve if he could, I’m sure of that.”

She gave him the whole story. Each time she glanced up at him, he would stroke through her hair and crack a small, momentary smile at her.

“Did Mr. Seymour hit him?” he asked after she completed her story.

“He wasn’t sure. But he was certainly well enough to drive away.” She snuggled against his chest. “Do you think he’ll come back?”

“He hadn’t given up even after everything.”

She closed her eyes. No amount of worrying was going to give her a solution. “I think I might need a new door.”

“I’ll fix it tomorrow.” He gave her a peck on her forehead. “Rest for awhile. I’ll wake you when the police get here.”




Justin wanted to kick himself for his stupid decision.

He shouldn’t have gone home, he should’ve continued crashing on the couch. Maybe then he could’ve prevented the situation. He sighed softly and tilted his head to the side, leaning against Paige’s hair. Her head rested on his shoulder while her hand lay on his chest.

At least she was safe now, but he didn’t think he could let her stay in her house alone, not after this.

He kept expecting Mrs. Seymour to come up those stairs and get them. He lay in bed, listening to the soft swooshing of the clock’s pendulum and the muffled noise of the TV downstairs.

The adrenaline rush that got him here was seeping away with each swoosh. He was sure that if he closed his eyes, he would fall asleep immediately.

Slowly, he tried to slip his arm from under Paige. 

She gasped as her eyes flew right open. 

“It’s okay, it’s just me.”

The tension from her body vanished. She pushed her fringe from her face. “Are they here?”

“No. I’ll go down and take a look. You want to come with me?”

Nodding, she slipped off the bed.

“Why are they taking so long?” he asked the moment he saw Mrs. Seymour.

“I don’t know, I called them twice. I’ll call again,” Mrs. Seymour said.

“No need, they’re here.” Mr. Seymour moved from the window and opened the door.

Justin scoffed as he saw the police officer walk into the house. 

Bryan? How did a school bully become a police officer?

Behind him trailed a younger officer. Someone he’d seen in school as well, but he couldn’t remember a name to go along with the face.

“Hey, Justin. Heard you were back,” Bryan said after nodding at both Mr. and Mrs. Seymour. 

Bryan’s leisure pace and casual greeting infuriated him.

“You sure took your own sweet time coming over.”

“Everyone appears to be doing fine.”

A reply that didn’t just irked Justin.

Mrs. Seymour stepped forward with her arms akimbo. “No thanks to you. You took nearly an hour to get here. If we had needed help, we would all be dead.”

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Seymour. We already knew it wasn’t an emergency, we’ve been informed of Miss Watson’s condition.”

“Condition?” Paige asked.

Bryan rolled his eyes at Paige as if she was a nuisance rather than the victim.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Justin demanded.

“Her boyfriend, a Mr. Cole Crowen?” He paused, looking over at Paige. “He came to inform us of Miss Watson’s tendency to create stories to gain attention.” Directing his attention back to Justin, he continued. “She was seeing a therapist, you know.”

“Cole is her ex; an ex who won’t stop harassing her.”

“Oh, so it’s true. You are seeing her,” Bryan sneered. “You don’t know her, Justin. She’s only trying to get your attention. But I guess she succeeded.”

Justin took in a deep breath and lifted Paige’s arm, showing Bryan the red imprints caused by Cole’s grip. “Look at her hands.”

“Anyone could’ve done that. She could’ve grabbed her own arms.”

“Are you serious?” Paige huffed.

Turning away, Justin crooked his jaw and said dryly, “Just because he wears spectacles and looks studious, doesn’t mean he is trustworthy.”

“I’ve been a police officer for years, I’m sure I can judge a person’s character better than you. Besides, the sheriff was the one who instructed us to ignore her cries of wolf.”

“I saw him running out from Paige’s house,” Mr. Seymour stated.

“On the phone, Mrs. Seymour said she heard a gun shot. Maybe he was running from her.”

“Don’t be an idiot. She was running from him. She ran to our house, then he ran out from her house and toward his car.”

“It’s forced entry at the least. My chain lock was in place, he broke it down,” Paige added calmly.

Bryan nodded, but didn’t bother to write anything down. Only when he saw Mrs. Seymour glaring at him did he patronizingly asked Paige, “Do you have actual proof that he tried to hurt you?”

“I’m pretty sure you can see what happened to my door. What else do you need?”

“DNA?” Bryan said with a smirk.

Paige threw her hands in the air and turned away. “This is ridiculous.”

“What DNA? Do you even know what is going on?” Justin was beginning to seriously wonder how an idiot like Bryan could become a police officer.

Bryan flashed a smirk over at the younger officer and shrugged. “Since there’s no evidence, I guess that’s all for tonight.”

Mrs. Seymour’s eyes widened. “That’s all? That guy has been harassing Paige since he’s arrived. What if he comes back again?”

“Maybe you should be more careful about who you let into your house, Mrs. Seymour.”

“Are you lecturing me?”

Justin clenched his jaws, his hand curling into a fist.

The sudden warmth from Paige’s finger running down his arm distracted him. She gave him a wink before spinning back around and taking a large step toward Bryan. “Mrs. Seymour, do you know his full name?” she asked, her face straight.

“Yes,” Mrs. Seymour replied.

“Feel free to leave then, officer. My lawyer will contact you and your department.”

“Lawyer?” Bryan rolled his eyes.

“I don’t know how things work in small towns, but in New York, there’s always a case to fight when you get the right lawyer. And of course, right lawyers don’t come cheap. But thankfully, graduating first in class from an ivy league do guarantee certain levels of pay.” Paige smirked and continued. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to sue just you, I’ll pull the whole department in. I’ll make sure to let your boss know you’re the reason I’m doing all this.”

Bryan scoffed. “Yeah.”

“You don’t think I have the money? Run a check, I’m sure you can find where I used to work and my position there. Or check with the agent who sold me the house; it’s fully paid in cash. Can you do that?”

Returning to Justin, her smirk grew into the same smile he’d grown accustomed to when she saw how much he was enjoying it. “Goodnight, officer.”

“Take her statement,” Bryan barked the order to the younger officer, then turned back to Paige. “You’ll need to come down to the station to sign it tomorrow.” Once he’d said that, Bryan stormed out of the house.

Paige gave her statement to the younger officer who recorded every detail diligently.

When that was done, he reminded Paige to head down to the station to sign the report before leaving.

“Where did you learn that?” Justin asked with a grin.

“I did work in one of the largest auditing firm,” she reminded. “This is nothing compared to the things I’ve heard and seen.”

“That was fun to watch,” Justin said.

“It’s pointless to force them to write the report, they won’t do anything anyway. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t punch anyone.”

Mr. Seymour laughed. “Smart girl.”

Paige smiled and looked at the Seymours. “Thank you. I’m so sorry for waking all of you and causing all this trouble.”

“You didn’t cause it, dear. And don’t worry, Victor doesn’t get many chances to enjoy live target shooting.”

Mr. Seymour nodded. “I would’ve hit him if there were more lights; can’t see as good.”

Justin shook his head while Paige laughed softly.

“All right, let’s get some rest. Are you staying tonight?” Mrs. Seymour switched off the television.

“Yes,” Justin answered for Paige.

“All right, goodnight. Shout if you need anything.” The Seymours trudged up the stairs, leaving the two of them alone.

Paige was exhausted, but she didn’t want to go to bed wearing the pajamas she had on. Perhaps it was just her imagination, but she could still smell the nagging scent of alcohol. 

She’d probably have to burn everything she was wearing. 

“I want to take a shower.”

“Your neck and face are still red.”

“I won’t…I want to get out of these clothes, take a shower, and change into something else. I’ll be fine.”

He considered what she’d said and nodded. “All right, I’ll go with you.”

He waited in her room while she showered and changed. When she came out from the shower, her hair still dripping wet, he casually mentioned, “The guest room in my house has an attached bathroom.”

“Okay, and why is that important?” She moved over to her dressing table as she rubbed her hair between her towel.

“Don’t you think it’s kind of troublesome to go between the Seymours and your house in order to shower and change. You won’t have to do that if you’re staying at my house.”

Paige stared at him through the mirror, her hand froze on her hair. “You want me to stay at your house?”

“Why not? I drive up to the Seymours every day to meet you. If you move over, I’ll see you in the morning and we can come over together.” Then he added, “Cole doesn’t know where I’m staying, and even if he finds out, I’ll be there. I’m a much better shot. Better eyesight, too. And unlike here, there’ll be more witnesses to him pounding at my door.”

“You said it casually enough, but you seemed to have put in a lot of thought.”

“I had nothing to do while you were showering.”

“Huh.” She pursed her lips and went back to drying her hair.

“You’ll have your own room.”

She sighed softly, then swiveled around to face him. “I don’t mean to sound like a child, but I come from a staunch Christian family. I’ve to tell Drew what happened tonight, and he’ll come here like the big brother he is. When he gets here and finds out that I’m staying with you, you’ll be in serious trouble.”

“You’ve never stayed with a guy before?”

She did tell him about her situation with Cole, but he didn’t think that applied to every relationship she had.

She drew in a deep breath and licked her lips. “Since we’re on that, I’ll just lay it out there. I’ve never stayed with a guy. I’ve never slept with a guy.”

His eyes widened as he tipped his head back. Then he nodded and continued. “I’m not asking you to sleep with me.”

“You’re asking me to move in.”

“And you’re saying you can’t?”

“Can refers to ability. Technically, I can pack my stuff right now, put it in your car, and have you drive me over to your house. The question should be, do you want to be tied to a flag pole?”

Justin laughed and got up. “You’ll have your own room.”

“He’s not going to care. I know all you’ve heard is how nice Drew is to me, but you haven’t heard how awful he is to people he doesn’t like.”

“Pack your stuff,” he said as if he hadn’t heard a single word Paige had said.

“Justin.”

He pulled Paige to her feet and leaned forward so their eyes met on the same level. “I couldn’t breathe on the way here. Mrs. Seymour didn’t tell me much, she simply said to get over here. My heart felt as if someone had clutched their fingers around it and gave it a tight squeeze. I don’t want to go through that again.”

Paige’s eyes softened, and she smiled.

“Leave your brother to me, I’ll deal with him.”

Though her smile stayed, her brows furrowed.

“I’ll be fine.”

“All right. We should leave a note for the Seymours, though. They might get worried if they don’t see me in the house.”

Justin stayed in her room while she packed; she didn’t bring much. He guessed she was too tired to pack everything she needed.

He wanted to help, but he was sure she had a certain method to her packing that would require as much detail as her plate stacking.

When she was done, they headed over to the Seymours’ house, left them a note on the dining table, and finally made their way toward his house. By then, he was wide awake. He took Paige’s luggage into his room and told her to sleep on his bed for that night.

He wasn’t expecting anyone to use the guest room. There wasn’t any sheet over the bed, and the room probably needed some cleaning as well. 

Paige didn’t even question his decision. She mumbled a drowsy goodnight and crawled onto his bed.

He smiled, gave her a peck on her forehead, and whispered ‘goodnight’. Then, he went over to clean up the guest room and put on clean sheets for the bed. The chores only made him more awake.

He went into his room and opened his wardrobe as quietly as he could. He took everything he needed and headed out of the room. Looking over in the room, he was tempted to give Paige a peck on her forehead, but he didn’t want to wake her.

Besides, with what had been happening, she would probably wake up startled.

After a shower in the bathroom, he went into his study and switched on his laptop. Since he wasn’t going to get any sleep, might as well get some work done.
  



















Chapter Nineteen




Justin had been staring at the screen of his laptop, looking at the photo of a classic white colonial house with light gray roof. The house was large. There was ample room for a home office and large enough for children to play in.

His thoughts started drifting and began making a movie of life with Paige in the house.

When he realized what he was doing, he shook his head and read the description.

“Good morning.”

Justin looked up from his laptop and returned the smile Paige was wearing as she strolled in. Even before she got to him, he could smell the essential oils she told him about. He wasn’t sure what oils were in the shower foam, but it smelled great.

He watched her saunter over, the golden rays of the early sun reflecting off her face and off the sweet smile that always made his own lips curl.

Taking in a deep breath, he closed his eyes as she came up behind him, wrapped her arms over his shoulders, and leaned forward to give him a peck on his cheek. “You didn’t go back to sleep? What are you doing?”

“I wasn’t tired,” he said, running his hand down her arm. He turned and kissed Paige on her lips as he pulled her onto his lap.

Paige broke from the kiss and leaned forward, looking at the laptop.

“Thought you usually work on one house at a time. You didn’t get the one you wanted?”

Something deep within him resonated how perfect everything was at that very moment.

And, in that instant, he understood what Paige meant when she said that home was always where her mother and her brother were.

It wouldn’t matter to Justin if they were halfway around the world now. As long as Paige was with him, as long as he’d continue being the recipient of the smile she wore, as long as he could listen to the soft voice telling him ‘good morning’, that would be enough for him.

There was a sudden yearning to be could be included in Paige’s list.

He gazed up at her just as she looked over her shoulder with a grin. “Did you fall asleep?”

“What?”

She chuckled softly. “Are you sure you’re not tired?”

“I’m not. I was thinking about something.”

She nodded, then turned back to the computer. “This house looks beautiful, a little old, but I’m sure it’ll look great once you fix it up.”

“You like it?”

“Yeah, it’s beautiful.” She laughed again. “I love the red bricks.” She pointed at the brick pavement up front of the house. “And the lamps, so…vintage.”

“They’re gas lamps.”

“Gas?”

“Yeah, it’s been abandoned for a while.”

“Why would anyone give up such a beautiful place? Look at the wooden window shutters.”

“You really do like it.”

She grinned, displaying her teeth, and shrugged. “I have no idea what’s a good house to flip, but this looks like a beautiful home.”

“Want to see your room?”

“The guest room, you mean.”

“It’s yours for as long as you want it,” he said.

Justin helped move her luggage over to the guest room and waited for her to unpack her things before they left the house for breakfast at the Seymours. Several of his neighbors were getting ready for work, and since Justin had never bothered to greet them, his neighbors had always ignored him as well.

But today, as he strode over to his car with Paige beside him, he noticed a spark of attention in one of his neighbor’s eyes.

“I tried calling Drew this morning, but it went straight to his voicemail. He never switches off his phone,” Paige said.

Justin clenched his jaws, he should’ve known.

He turned toward Paige to see her smiling and nodding politely at his neighbor who was openly staring at her.

He wanted to sigh and shake his head, but ended up smiling instead.

Only someone who hadn’t had the experience of having to leave a person’s house after a one night stand could be so clueless about what his neighbor was thinking.

From now on, he would have to go to church with her; he wasn’t going to let her get accosted by people seeking for gossips.

Opening the passenger side door, he placed his arm on her back and directed her attention back onto him.

“I should call him again.”

“Hmm?”

“Drew,” she stated. Her brows puckered when he couldn’t give a reaction. “Are you sure you’re all right? If you need some rest—”

“Don’t frown.” He gave her a light tap on her nose. “I’m fine.”

She shook her head and got into the car.

“I’m fine,” he repeated when he got into the car. Though her smile had returned, there was still a light furrow between her brows. “I’m sorry. What’s wrong with Andrew?”

“His phone is switched off, he never does that.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure he’s fine. Try again tonight or tomorrow morning. Maybe he’s taking a break from being the protective brother.”

Paige laughed at that. “Right. I’m sure that’s what he’s doing.”

He grinned at her. 

“Maybe he’s just taking a break from his troublesome sister,” she said. “He shouldn’t have to be concerned with what’s happening. He should be focusing on recuperating.”

“And you shouldn’t have to work two jobs to save up extra for him either, but you did.” He cast a glance over at her. “As much as I’ve heard how protective he is of you, you’re as protective of him.”

“That’s nothing. I don’t like going out drinking with friends anyway. Having to work seems like a better excuse than ‘sorry, I’m not interested’.”

They had a quick breakfast at the Seymours before heading down to the police department to sign the report. 

Instead of the officers they saw last night, another young officer led them into the sheriff’s office. 

A dullness had covered all the walls and furniture in the room. Against one of the walls leaned three large metal file cabinets, one black, one grey, and one that was probably white when it first came in and had turned ivory since. Beside those cabinets, on the same piece of wall, hung a large cork board with several notices and some small printout of a few wanted criminals.

Under that cork board was a small sepia desk that was only large enough to hold five walkie-talkie chargers and a fax machine.

The sheriff sat between the sepia desk and another larger khaki desk that held a bulky computer, one of those that should join the Seymours’ TV at the museum.

Gesturing to the bright orange chair right next to his desk, the sheriff pushed a document and a pen over to the side of his table. “Sign at the end of the page and you’re done.”

Apparently, the system in this office worked on a first come, first believe basis. Whoever was the first to make the report equated to the one speaking the truth.

“Cole is the one with the problem,” Paige said as her fingers moved quickly down the document.

“I haven’t received any reports of him causing any problems, Justin. I did, however, hear that you broke his nose the first day he arrived in town.”

“Did he file a report on the broken nose?”

“No.”

‘So it was hearsay. That’s how crimes are being solved these days?”

The sheriff didn’t answer him. Instead, he turned to Paige and glared at her. “It’s exactly what you told them. Nobody wants to be sued, Miss Ivy League.”

“Come on, Paige. Let’s go.”

Paige set the report down on the table and signed it.

“Don’t be played the fool, Justin.” Reaching into a drawer by the side, the sheriff pulled out a stack of photos and spread it out on the remaining space on the desk. “Look at these, her boyfriend copied it from her computer and printed them out.”

Justin couldn’t be bothered with the sheriff. He had photos, too. It was all in Paige’s box, Cole could’ve taken those anytime.

Paige leaned forward and picked up one of the photos.

He watch her brows furrowed, before her eyes widened as if some sort of realization hit her. “What is it?”

“Cole Crowen gave these photos to you?”

“She does this to get attention.” The sheriff continued without even glancing over at Paige.

“She asked you a question.”

“Yes, your boyfriend gave them to me. You have a problem, Miss Watson. You should get help.”

“And you need to get a brain,” she snapped and took Justin’s hand, pulling him out of the department.

“What’s wrong?” Justin asked the moment they were out of the office. She didn’t flare up with Cole until he went overboard, there must have been something wrong with the photos.

“It doesn’t make sense,” she mumbled as she took small, quick steps over toward his car. “But there isn’t any other explanation.”

“Breathe, Paige.” Justin held her by her shoulders and stopped her. “What’s wrong with the photos?”

“He never took interest in the letters and the photos. He only read them if he was around when I received them. He never took them from me.”

“He could’ve taken it from your box anytime.”

“No, he couldn’t,” she said with utmost confidence. “He doesn’t even know the box exists.”

Justin frowned.

“He’s always telling me that I’m wasting my time and effort worrying over something so trivial, so I didn’t tell him that I kept those letters and photos.”

“You think it’s him.”

“There’s no other way he could’ve gotten those photos. But the letters he’d sent, it was all wrong. It doesn’t match up,” she rambled on.

“Paige.” He shook her lightly. “Paige, it’s all right,” he said. “Why don’t we just ask him?”

She blinked and stared blankly at him. “Do you know where he’s staying?”

“He went to the clinic for his broken nose, he must’ve left an address.”

“But the rumor went around without Mrs. Seymour knowing, so they’re on the Bradley’s side. The doctor won’t tell us.”

“Yeah, but the doctor’s assistant is different.”

Her eyes lit up. “Mrs. Cassells.”




The clinic was only opened for half a day on Saturdays, so patience was all Paige and Justin needed to speak to Mrs. Cassells without raising too much attention.

She sat, going through the motions of opening the takeout Justin and her had bought on the way back to his house. She flinched and pulled her hand back from the hot scalding air escaping through the tiny hole of the soup’s cover.

Justin dropped the box he was holding and took her hand. “You all right?”

“Yeah. Sorry, I was dreaming.”

“What are you dreaming of?”

She folded her arms, laying them on the table. “I can’t help thinking that it doesn’t add up.”

If Cole were the stalker all along, then why did the latest letters seemed so different from those she used to receive?

She could’ve sworn on his genuine indifference to her situation.

When it began, Cole had been supportive. But after a year, he wasn’t interested in listening about it anymore.

Paige never thought too badly of him for his lack of interest. She was tired of getting those letters herself, and she knew how much of her life was held captive by the letters.

Then again, Andrew had told her time and again that Cole was using the letters to control her. Perhaps that was his motive all along.

But there was the nagging gut feeling that something wasn’t right.

Justin sat down beside her and turned her chair to face him. He took her hand and leaned in, saying, “We’ll get an answer from him. We can go through everything now and still won’t figure anything out.” He squeezed her hands gently. “Eat something.”

She nodded and picked up the plastic spoon. “What if he refuses to tell us anything?”

“Then I’ll make him.”

She laughed softly and shook her head, taking a spoonful of the soup. Cole would tell them if they cornered and confronted him. He could never deal with Andrew directly, and even toward Justin, Cole never looked him straight in the eye. “I’ve no doubt you can.”

After lunch, they headed over to Jane’s place.

Jane opened the door and waved them in. “She’s home. I told her you’d be dropping by.”

“Thanks, Jane.”

“And what can I do for you two today?” Mrs. Cassell asked as she came down the stairs.

Paige looked over at Justin, then back at Mrs. Cassell when he gave her an encouraging smile. “I was wondering, Mrs. Cassell. Do you know where Cole Crowen is staying while he’s here?”

Mrs. Cassell pressed her lips into a thin line as she took in a deep breath, seemingly taking the time to consider her answer. “The last time he was at the clinic, it was for a broken nose.”

She couldn’t expect Mrs. Cassell to tell her the address without giving her a reason, so she explained to Mrs. Cassell everything that had happened. “Please, Mrs. Cassell. I want all this to end. If it’s Cole, I need to know. Then he can’t control or scare me anymore.”

Mrs. Cassell nodded, but she didn’t seem entirely sure.

“Mom, Doctor Henson didn’t care much about his patient’s confidentiality when he went around telling everyone what happened,” Jane grumbled.

“Oh, all right.” Mrs. Cassells scribbled down the name of the hotel and the room number on a piece of paper. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Paige said as she took the note. “Thanks.” She stood along with Justin, and headed toward the door. “Thanks, Jane.”

Jane smiled with a small frown. “I hope this will solve your problem.”

“I hope so, too.”

With a few more murmurs of thanks, Justin and Paige got back into the car. Justin took a peek at the paper and gave a dry laugh. “That was the hotel I was staying in.”

All the way to Cheyenne, she could feel the constant glances from Justin. She looked out of the window and thought about the past few years, trying to figure out if Cole had the chance to take all the photos she’d received.

Cole didn’t take much of the night classes, and he had as many breaks as she did.

It would certainly explain why he wasn’t in any of the photos.

She shook her head. “I’m fine,” she said when she felt Justin staring at her again. “Just feeling stupid.” She smiled at him.

“You’re not stupid. You’re trusting.”

“Right now, it seems like the same thing.”

“It isn’t.” Letting go of the steering wheel, one of his hands reached over and held hers. “It might not be him.”

“You were pretty sure it was. Drew had brought it up several times, too.”

“Would it make you feel better if I say that I don’t think it’s him?”

“Nope.”

One of his shoulders twitched up. “I tried.”

She laughed softly. “Are we going to head right up and ring the bell?”

“Is there another way?”

And that was exactly what they did. Once they got to the hotel, they went up to Cole’s room. Justin covered the door’s peephole and rang the bell.

They waited for a few moments before ringing it again.

Repeating the same process, they continued doing so until the housekeeper went by.

“Sir, do you need any help?”

Paige didn’t know how to answer the question.

“We’re looking for our friend. We were supposed to meet for lunch, but he didn’t turn up. We’re worried something happened.”

Either Justin was a superb liar or the maid must have recognized him. She smiled politely and answered without any hesitation. “I just cleaned up the room not too long ago. Everything seems fine. All his things are still in the room.”

“So he’s not inside?” Justin asked with a grin. “We were afraid he’d a heart attack or something.”

“I didn’t see him just now. Would you like me to get the manager for you?”

“No, it’s all right. He probably forgot about lunch. We’ll try calling him again later. Thank you.” They left and got into the lift.

“Could he be at my house? He’s been persistent,” she mentioned when the door closed.

“And deaf,” Justin stated. “I’m sure Mrs. Seymour will call if he’s pounding down your door, but I’ll call and check.”

She nodded and listened in while Justin spoke to Mrs. Seymour.

Cole wasn’t at her house.

While she stood wondering what to do next, Justin suggested, “Let’s check the parking lot. Maybe one of you actually hit him last night and he’s gone to the hospital.”

They went back outside and scouted through the parking lot until Paige spotted the familiar black sedan that Cole had been driving. “I think this is the one. He should be here.” She scanned the area, only to find unfamiliar faces staring back at her.

Justin moved over to the car and peered inside. “I don’t think he was shot. There’s no blood in the car.”

“Do you think the housekeeper lied?” She seemed like such a nice lady. 

“There’s no reason for her to do so. Maybe he went out to clear his mind, get some food.”

“What should we do now?”

“Let’s wait for him in the lobby. He’s to come back some time.”

Paige nodded, still looking into the car. The beige leather inside the car would’ve made any blood stand out.

“Don’t worry, you didn’t kill him. If he got shot, his hand would’ve touched the wound. It’s instinct. Look at the steering wheel, it’s clean.”

She glanced up at Justin, then back at the car. Justin’s simple and logical answers made she feel sort of dense for not thinking about it sooner.

“Besides, if he’d staggered back into the hotel with a gunshot wound, someone would’ve noticed. It would’ve been news.”

She smiled at him. “I believe you. I was just thinking that you’re really smart.”

He draped his arm over her shoulders and led her back toward the hotel. “Hungry?”

“Nope.” Her mind was focused on one thing; speaking to Cole and asking him to get the hell out of her life. 

They sat on the large dark brown couch, doing nothing except watching the people stream through the doors.

Justin took her phone, downloaded an application, and said, “Let’s play some games while waiting.”

She took the phone and looked back at the door.

“It takes turn. I’ll go first, then you. No point having two pairs of eyes on the door at all time.”

“Yeah, why not.” 

So they played the word game that she simply couldn’t win. She was getting better with each round, but she kept losing. Quite a few rounds, she had formed more and longer words than he had, but her points were always lower.

Whenever it was Justin’s turn, she could hear the melody ringing incessantly each time he formed a word. She couldn’t help leaning over and peering at his phone.

“Watch the door.”

She pouted her lips and turned to the door.

When it was her turn, Justin peered over. “You don’t play many games, do you?”

“Watch the door.”

“Form words with the letters that have bonus points. That’s why you’re losing even when you have more words.”

Honestly, she hadn’t even noticed there were letters with bonus points.

They continued playing until both their phones were completely drained of batteries. She looked at her watch, then back at the door. “Did we miss him?”

“Let’s go up and knock on his door again.”

They headed up and tried Cole’s room again. And again, no one answered the door.

Paige looked over her shoulder and down the corridor, then pressed her ear against the door. She listened out for any sound from within, as she and Andrew had done so many times when they were trying to find out what their parents were getting them for Christmas.

“Anything?”

She straightened and shook her head. “I don’t think he’s inside. Could he have seen us at the lobby?”

“If he did, he wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon.”

Paige leaned back on the door. “We can’t loiter outside his room or in the lobby for the whole night.”

“Let’s go back, then. We’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Do you think we can book this room?” She pointed to the room she was facing; the room right across Cole’s.

“We probably can, but with the things he’d said to the police, I don’t think we should. We don’t know what else he’d said and how he would twist the situation.”

Her head fell to the side, and she sighed. He was right, of course. “I was hoping we could settle things once and for all.”

“We will, soon.” He gave her a peck on her head. “Let’s go.”

They went to the restaurant in the hotel and bought their dinner before returning to Justin’s house. He’d told her to rest while he reheated the dinner.

She went to her room and collapsed onto the bed. Staring up at the ceiling, she told herself to get her butt off the bed, charge her phone, and call Andrew. But she lay, motionless, thinking about the letters and the photos she had received.

And she thought about what she would do when all the dust settled.

She could go back to New York; her house was still there. She could go back to teach; the pay would be much better than what she’d get from teaching in Pine Bluffs.

Andrew hadn’t told her what his future plan was, but she could definitely pitch in to help if she continued drawing the salary she received in New York.

Then there was Justin. 

He’d stayed in town for her, she couldn’t leave like that. She didn’t want to either.

She could always sell the house in New York. She wasn’t sure the price her house could fetch in the current market, but it’d still be a tidy sum of money that she could give to Andrew.

“Paige?”

She pushed away those thoughts and got herself off the bed, stepping out of her room just as Justin was coming up the stairs.

“Dinner’s ready,” he said.

She followed him down the stairs and grinned.

All the lights in the living room had been turned down from the white light into a low yellow hue. Two tea candles stood in the middle of the dining table while the food and wine sat ready before two chairs.

“You didn’t have to do this.”

He shrugged, pulling her over to the dining table. “We’ve been so caught up with everything that we hadn’t had time for a real date. I thought you could use some cheering up today.”

“That’s very sweet and thoughtful.” She tiptoed and gave him a peck on his lips. “Thanks.”

They had a long dinner. Justin told her all the places he’d traveled to and all the ridiculous moments he had with the Seymours while on holidays.

It felt as if they returned to things before Cole turned up along with all his debacles.

“You’ve an interesting life.”

Leaning forward, Justin reached over and ran his finger down her cheek. “You’re interesting to me.”

She chuckled, shaking her head. “Really?” she asked. “You find accounting interesting.”

“I didn’t say I found your job interesting,” he corrected. “You are a paradox.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

He grinned. “You’ve been surprising me at every turn since we’ve met. For one, I still can’t believe you were in the track team.”

“Actually, I was kind of forced into it. The track teacher saw me run during gym class and made me join. I didn’t even know I was fast,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “You? Did you join anything in school?”

“Nope. I went to school and came home. I didn’t fail my classes or anything; Mrs. Seymour would give me a really hard time if I didn’t do well. But besides attending all the compulsory stuff, I didn’t bother with anything else in school.”

If she were him, she probably wouldn’t either.

He had enough things to worry about at home.

“And you? Besides the track team, I’m sure you were in tons of other stuff.”

She was. Her academics years were considered accomplished by board reviewers who were combing through applications for scholarships, but compared with what Justin had actually gone through in life, her so called ‘accomplishments’ seemed so childish.

Every one of her mother’s friend had always stated how blessed her mom was to have two children who were so close to each other, who didn’t need her to worry.

Truth was, Andrew and her were blessed to grow up in a family with the best parents in the world. Parents who didn’t waste time on the TV and truly spent time with them. Parents who put them above all else.

“None worth mentioning.”

The doorbell interrupted their dinner. Paige turned to the door, wondering how did Cole find out where Justin was staying.

“It’s probably your brother.”

“What?” she asked, confused. “Drew?”

She placed her hand into Justin’s and followed him over to the door.

“Drew!” She hugged her brother with the widest grin. “What are you doing here?”

Justin was over six feet, but Andrew was still half a head taller than he was.

He sported a short crew cut, slightly longer than what most soldiers had. Unlike Paige, Andrew’s hair was a much lighter golden blond. 

“You seem happy. Your boyfriend called,” Andrew answered, his arm wrapping over Paige’s shoulders. He probably wasn’t using any strength, but his muscles bulged, and Justin was actually worried Andrew might accidentally break Paige.

“Nice house, easy to find.” Andrew stepped in, looking around, and dropped his black duffle bag onto the floor. “Did I interrupt something?”

“No, we’re done with dinner. Have you eaten? How’s your leg? How are you feeling?”

Andrew patted her head twice and went over to the dining table. “I’m starving, besides that, I’m good. Any food left?” he asked Justin.

It was weird seeing how comfortable Andrew was with Justin. Andrew never liked Cole, he always gave Cole the cold shoulders or had some snide remarks ready to put him down. She’d thought it was just Andrew being his protective-big-brother self. Guessed he simply didn’t like Cole.

“We finished everything, but I’m sure Paige still has some microwavable food in her fridge.”

She nodded and sat across the table from Andrew.

“Pizza?”

“Yup.”

Andrew stretched out his hand. “Keys.”

“It’s upstairs.” She got up and ran up the steps.

She could hear some muffled conversation downstairs and heard something about Cole and hotel while coming down the stairs. She threw the keys over to Andrew.

“Since you’re staying here, I’ll take your bed.”

So he already knew. And he wasn’t going to insist that she return home since he was here.

“Okay. All my toiletries are here, though. Did you bring your own?”

“It’s all right, I’ll call the Seymours. I’m sure they don’t mind you going over for a shower,” Justin said.

“Mr. Seymour will like you. He served in the Vietnam war, which I’m sure you already know.”

Andrew gave her a hug. “All right, I’ll make sure to mess up everything in your house before getting some sleep.”

Paige narrowed her eyes at him.

“We have breakfast at the Seymours,” Justin said.

“All right. See you guys in the morning.”

“Do you want us to accompany you over?”

“Losing a leg doesn’t make me useless.”

“I didn’t say that you are.”

“Then stop worrying.” He gently pushed her head to the side. “Goodnight.”
  



















Chapter Twenty




Justin went around the car and took Paige’s hand as they walked over to her house. He watched her scanned the area and cracked a smile when her eyes stopped on him. “Maybe he’s finally gone home.”

She shrugged it off. “For his own sake, I hope he has. I rather Drew not meet him.”

Paige rang the doorbell and they waited, but nobody answered the door.

Justin tried peered into the house. “Maybe he’s already at the Seymours.”

They trotted over, but Mr. Seymour told them that Andrew wasn’t there.

Paige immediately pulled out her phone. “Where could he have gone?”

Justin glanced out through the door and saw Andrew running up the street.

He tapped Paige on her shoulder and directed her attention to her house.

She rolled her eyes and put her phone back into her bag.

“Paige.” Justin took her hand and gave her a tug. “Don’t,” he said. “I know you’re worried about him, but you have to rein it in.”

“He just got his prosthetics, I seriously doubt he’s cleared for that.”

“Losing a leg doesn’t make him useless.”

Her brows puckered. “I didn’t say he is.”

“But you’re being too protective. That’s his role, don’t take over.”

She licked her lips and looked down on the floor. “Okay.” She nodded, looking back up at him. “Can I at least go over and say hi?”

Justin stepped past her and shouted across, “Andrew, you want breakfast?”

Andrew turned around as he slowed his pace. “Yeah.”

He waved and closed the door behind him. “He’ll be over soon enough.” He held his hand out for Paige and grinned when she took it.

Justin didn’t want to tell her what to do, but if he were in Andrew’s position, this would be what he wanted. Andrew didn’t seem like someone who wanted to be babied, and though he’d told Paige off without any hint of resentment, Justin could tell that he’d meant it. He didn’t want to be treated like a crippled.

“I don’t think any less of him, you know.”

“I know.” He squeezed her hand. “But I think it’s very important he sees that.”

“I know,” she said softly, almost in a whisper. 

“He’s going to be fine.”

“And how do you know that?”

“No one would’ve blamed him for taking a break from everything. No one would’ve blamed him for focusing on getting himself better. But he went to New York for you, and now he’s here.”

“That’s the problem; he should be resting. He shouldn’t have to worry about me.”

“Wrong.”

“I think it means a lot for him to get back on his feet and be able to help you. I think that having something for him to do is a thousand times better than having to remain in the hospital and be reminded of what he’s lost.”

And there was the smile he loved.

When the door opened, Paige swiveled around toward it.

“That’s fas—”

“What are you doing here?” Mrs. Seymour asked, stopping right by the table.

Justin saw the surprise in Mrs. Seymour’s eyes and looked over. His jaws slackened, he couldn’t believe who he was seeing.

“To see my son. Darling, the taxi is waiting outside. I lost my wallet on the way here.” His mom hitched her handbag higher up on her shoulder and pushed her hands into the back pocket of her denim miniskirt.

He sighed softly and stood. 

“I got it.” Paige got up, pushing the chair back. “You stay with your mom.”

He eyed his mother as she sashayed over to the dining table, trying to judge if she was drunk. “No. It’s all right.” He stepped aside and pulled Paige over to his seat while looking over at Mrs. Seymour.

Only after Mrs. Seymour gave him a small nod did he tap Paige lightly on her nose and jog out when a horn sounded outside. He ran up to the taxi and paid the driver. “Was she drinking on the way here?”

“No, but she did seem a little drunk when she got up the cab. Slept all the way through.” 

“Thanks.” Justin pulled out another twenty and tipped the driver. He hurried back into the house, concerned. His mother would probably be craving for the next drink now. It wouldn’t be a pleasant sight when she couldn’t get her hands on some form of alcohol.

“Who’s here?”

He spun around and sighed when he saw Andrew. He’d completely forgotten about him. “My alcoholic mom.”

“At least she took a cab, especially with her DUIs and all.”

Justin paused and couldn’t help grinning. “You did a really thorough check didn’t you?”

“Shawn has always like Paige.” Andrew continued toward the Seymour’s house. “What’s that alarm ringing in Paige’s house?”

“Motion sensor. I tagged it to the entrance of the street.”

Andrew nodded and entered the house. “Good morning, is there still space for me?”

“Wow, and who are you?”

Justin rolled his eyes at his mother’s flirtatious voice.

“I’m Paige’s brother.”

Walking in, Justin was relieved to see Paige sitting beside Mrs. Seymour and away from his mom. 

Mrs. Seymour set Andrew’s plate on the other end of the table, right beside Paige. “Coffee?” Mrs. Seymour asked Andrew, pouring him a cup when he nodded. “And you, Peggy?”

“Oh, no.” His mom stood and looked around. “I’m actually a little thirsty, I’ll just help myself to a glass of water.”

“They don’t drink; there won’t be any alcohol in there.”

“Why will you say that?” His mom threw her hands in the air. “Why do you always assume I’m looking for alcohol. I’m just thirsty.”

Despite saying that, Justin could hear his mom opening and closing the cabinets in the kitchen. He looked over at Paige, seeing her sympathetic smile.

“Let’s eat,” she said.

“Yes, I don’t want to be late for church,” Mrs. Seymour added.

“What do you think of the house?” Mr. Seymour asked.

Nobody seemed to desire silence around the table.

“Nice. Justin did a great job. Doesn’t look like a haunted house at all. Have you seen any ghost so far?”

Paige rolled her eyes at him.

“Did you see any woman in a long, white gown and—”

“Ouch!” Paige bent over and reached for her feet. 

“Ha. I knew you would do that. You kicked my prosthetic.”

“I thought you said he was protective of you,” Mrs. Seymour said with a laugh.

“I am. But I’m also the only one who’s allowed to bully her.” He took a bite of the hash brown and gave Paige’s head a light push. 

Justin glanced toward the kitchen, wondering if he should go in and stop his mother from ransacking the Seymours’ cabinets.

“Did you see the swinging chair on the deck? Justin got it for Paige because she thought it was cute.”

“Really? She did spend a lot of time on something similar back home,” Andrew commented. “So, Justin, is she as fussy over at your house?”

“Fussy?”

“No sitting on the couch after exercising, no touching of her stuff—”

“I never said you couldn’t touch my stuff, I said to put them back where they belong.”

“I always put them back where they belong.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Good luck, buddy.” Andrew gave Justin a mock punch. 

And finally, his mom came back out of the kitchen with a glass of water after her failed attempt to find alcohol.

Sitting down beside him, she took a bite of the scrambled egg on her plate. “So, how’s the haunted house working out for you, darling? Are you staying there with your brother?”

“It’s working out fine,” Paige answered.

“Can I get a tour?”

“No,” Justin interrupted before Paige could answer. 

“And why not? It isn’t your house,” his mom retorted. “You look like a sweet girl.”

“She doesn’t have alcohol in her house either,” he stated impassively.

“You can’t stand the sight of me, can you? Everything I do is about alcohol. Is that how you see me? I’m your mom, Justin. Show some respect.”

Justin drew in a deep breath through his nose and finished up the food on his plate.

“Oh, darling, give me your house keys. I’m so tired, I want to get some sleep.”

Damn.

“Why don’t you stay here, Peggy? We have a spare room right upstairs.”

Justin’s eyes popped open. Mrs. Seymour should know what would happen. Once they left for church, his mom would ransack the house for any valuable she could find, then disappear with whatever she could get her hands on.

“No, I’d rather stay in my own house.”

Paige looked at Justin. “I can—” 

“No. I’ll sleep on the couch. That’s if she’s intending to stay.”

“Oh, my God. I’m sorry I didn’t know, darling. Why didn’t you tell me that she’s your girlfriend? She’s cute.”

“I’ll take you home.” Justin glanced around the table and hesitated for a moment. He didn’t want Paige going to church without him. He was sure that by now, half the town knew Paige had stayed over at his place. 

Having Andrew beside her should keep her safe, but he didn’t want to leave her alone. “Do you want to come with me?”

“Sure,” Paige said. “Are you going to church?” she asked Andrew.

Andrew took a glimpse of Justin and Mr. Seymour. “Is it all right if I just wear this? I didn’t bring any shirts.”

“Oh, it’s fine.” Mrs. Seymour assured, then turned to Justin. “Go, we’ll see you in church.”

Justin stood and waited for his mom to head out the door, but she went over and looped her arm over Paige’s. “So, darling, tell me all about yourself.” She dragged Paige out toward the door. “You’re the first girlfriend I’ve ever met.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Tell me how did the two of you get up together? He’s always so withdrawn.” With a pout, she continued. “Or are you that only when you’re with me?”

“We met when he filled in for Travis to work on my house,” Paige quickly said, bringing his mom’s attention back toward her. “Are you intending to stay for long?”

“It depends if he’ll let me stay. Will you help me put in some good words?”

He knew his mom wouldn’t be so nice to Paige for nothing. He pulled Paige’s arm from his mom and moved her over to the other side, putting himself between them. “I told you, stay off your alcohol and you can stay here as long as you want. You don’t have to bother Paige with it.”

“Paige. What a nice name! Paige, darling, can you spot me a fifty? I lost my wallet on the way here.”

“No, she won’t. And I’m not giving you a single cent either.”

“Justin, I’m your mom! I’m having such a bad headache. You have no idea what I go through. You’re rich now, aren’t you? Is it too much to help your mom with a little here and there once in a while?”

“I’m not giving you any money.”

“You!” she snarled. “You’re the worst son anyone can have!” She raised her clenched fist and pounded down on Justin.

He angled his chest toward his mom, taking the blow, while his arm held out to push Paige behind him. It didn’t hurt him, it probably hurt her hand more than it did him.

Even after so many years, her modus operandi was still the same. She would go scouting around the house, then be all nice to anyone who would listen and try to get some money off them to buy the alcohol she wanted. When that didn’t work, she would start screaming and yelling, then eventually punching and kicking.

There was only one problem; he wasn’t a kid anymore.

When she raised her arm again, Justin grabbed her wrist before she could reach him. “I think you should find a ride back to wherever you came from.”

“Paige, darling, look at how he’s treating his mom. You won’t let him treat me this way, will you?”

Justin stretched his arm over Paige, keeping her behind him. “Leave.” With Paige safe behind him, he stood his ground and added, “Now.”

When his mom realized that she wasn’t going to get anything from them, her face twisted into scowl. She tried peering over at Paige, but Justin moved along, cutting his mom’s vision from her.

Pointing her middle finger at him, she stormed away, all the while swearing what an awful son he was.

This wasn’t going to be the end.

Since she didn’t get any money from him, she would have to look for it elsewhere.

Justin watched his mother and turned back to Paige only when she disappeared from his sight. “Are you all right?”

Paige’s brows raised. “Why are you asking me if I am all right? Are you? I’m sorry, she did seem pretty nice for a while.”

“Yeah, that’s her.”

Pressing her lips into a thin line, she chewed on them.

“Don’t worry, I’m used to it. I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“It doesn’t change anything.”

“So I guess we’re going to church together?” Andrew stepped out of the house and joined them. “Paige, I left my phone in your room. Can you get it for me?”

“Okay.”

Andrew dropped the keys into her hands, and she half jogged over.

“Hell of a mom you have,” Andrew said the moment Paige was out of earshot. 

“I’m not her.”

“I didn’t say you are.” Andrew paused for a moment. “A person’s immediate reaction in the presence of danger says a lot. And the first thing you did when your mom raised her hand at you was to protect Paige.”

“It wasn’t a bullet.”

“But that was your instinct, and that’s good enough for me.” Andrew shrugged and continued. “Don’t spoil her, though. We’ve already done that.”

“Spoil her?”

“My parents always wanted a daughter, and I’ve always wanted to be a big brother. When my parents adopted her, she became the princess in our house. We were so protective of her that my mom wondered if we had allowed her to go through some stress, some bullying, perhaps she wouldn’t be so affected by the stalking,” Andrew explained. 

Justin observed Andrew’s expression, noting no changes other than the fading focus of his eyes as if he was thinking of some distant memories. Justin didn’t know if it was a soldier’s trait, but Mr. Seymour had the same imperturbable expression in every situation.

“She’s doing fine.”

“I can see that. You did what we couldn’t; that’s the only reason I’m letting her stay at your house without killing you.”

 Paige pushed her bedroom window open and shouted, “I can’t find it, Drew. Where did you leave it?”

Andrew patted down his jeans and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Oh, it’s right here.” He waved it. 

Paige closed the window and disappeared from their sight.

“You didn’t have to make her do that to talk to me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Andrew headed over to where the cars were parked.

The Seymours drove their own car while the three of them went to church in his.

“So what are you going to do after I kill Cole.”

“You need to stop saying that, Drew.” Paige shot a glare over her shoulder at Andrew.

“Okay, but seriously, what are you going to do? I’ve been entrusted with a message that your job is waiting for you back in New York.”

A loud horn turned all their attention to the road.

Justin raised his open palm to the other driver. He didn’t mean to beat the red light; he hadn’t noticed it. 

The thought that Paige wasn’t going to stay hadn’t occurred to him.

Paige did leave New York only because she wanted to escape from her stalker. If the stalker were no longer an issue, there wouldn’t be any reason for her to stay.

“Are you okay?” Paige asked with a frown, her eyes were filled with apprehension. 

“I think he’s concerned about your answer.”

Paige glowered at Andrew. 

Andrew shrugged and pressed on, “So? Are you going to stay or go back to New York.”

“I don’t know. I kind of like it here.”

Justin broke into a grin.

“Well, I guess you can continue driving with ease.” Andrew gave him a pat on his shoulder, then leaned back against the seat. “You have to be sure, though. I know you. If you start teaching, you’ll stick through the year out of obligation. We’ll support whatever you do, just make sure it’s what you want.”

Andrew had said those words to Paige, but Justin couldn’t help feeling that Andrew was sending him a message, too.

Did Paige choose to stay only because she’d asked him to do so previously?

He didn’t mind staying in town. He could continue to work on projects in Cheyenne and perhaps in the bigger towns nearby, but he’d eventually need to move.

Would Paige mind moving along with him?

It seemed outrageous to start discussing their future plans now. 

But he sure wasn’t keen on whatever future that didn’t include her.




The moment they walked into the church compound, all eyes turned to them. This was the second time Justin had been in church since he’d returned, but he knew the stares were probably for the bigger giant towering behind Paige.

Maybe it was all the stories that he’d heard from Paige, but Andrew turned out exactly like how he’d expected.

They stood in the compound and waited for the Seymours, with a few of Mrs. Seymour’s friends coming up to greet them. Paige smiled warmly at all of them, introducing them to his brother and promising to continue chatting after church.

He and Andrew smiled at everyone who came up to them, but didn’t say much. Even when Andrew was introduced, he only nodded at them and muttered a casual ‘hi’.

Justin could almost hear the murmurs getting louder as the judging glances kept returning to where they were.

“Why is everyone looking over here?” Paige asked softly.

“Probably just looking at me,” Andrew said with a brief look over at him.

Justin inhaled and exhaled deeply through his mouth. He wanted to tell Paige the truth. There wasn’t any point in keeping it from her, she was bound to find out about it sooner or later.

“Paige! They called!”

Justin’s head snapped over as Jane bounced over toward them.

“Who?” 

“The museum. They want to have a Skype interview tomorrow.” Jane grabbed Paige’s arm, tipping forward on her toes. “What should I wear?”

“I can go back with you and choose something later.”

“Really? That’ll be great, thanks!” Jane rocked back and forth on her feet as if she was suppressing herself from erupting into a jump. When she finally took her eyes off Paige, her eyes widened as she noticed the stranger behind Paige. “Did you hire a bodyguard?”

Paige chuckled softly, pulling Andrew forward. “This is my brother, Andrew. Drew, this is Jane.”

Andrew nodded. “Congrats on your interview. Paige’s taste in clothes is pretty boring. All her clothes are of the same design, just different colors.”

Paige nudged him in his ribs.

“Still better than mine, I’m sure,” Jane replied, her voice a notch softer than before.

Justin had to grin. He thought Paige looked nice in everything she wore, but he couldn’t figure out if Jane had said what she did out of fear that Andrew might devour her alive if she’d said otherwise.

Once the word that Andrew was her brother spread, more of Mrs. Seymours friends came up to greet them and asked about Andrew.

Not a single one of them asked Paige about her moving in with Justin. Not even Gloria with all her coyness dared to saunter over.

But he could see that several had gathered around Mrs. Seymour, probably hoping to obtain some information from her.

He wasn’t worried. Mrs. Seymour was a secret pot. She knew the town’s secret, but she hated gossiping.

On the way back to Jane’s house, Jane hadn’t brought up that topic either. He figured she probably didn’t want to ask anything that could get her into trouble with Andrew.

“Call me when you’re done. I’ll pick you up,” Justin said as Paige was stepping out of the car.

“Will do.”

Once the door closed, Andrew said, “Are you intending to stay here? I don’t think your work allows that.” Andrew paused for a moment, and continued when he didn’t reply. “I know what she said just now, but I know she loves New York. She loved the musicals she could watch, the museums she could go, and she loved all the unending variety of courses and seminars she could attend. She’s staying here for you.”

When Justin leaned in to kiss her for the first time, he’d never thought about how different their lifestyles were. Her responsibility would make her stick to her job and they might end up in different cities, away from each other.

When he’d asked if she wanted him to stay, he hadn’t thought about the long-term plan. All he knew was he wanted to be with her. If she wanted him to stay, he would. Instead of staying in the house he was working on, he would stay in town.

And he did. 

If it weren’t for her, he would’ve returned the job to Travis a long time ago and left.

But in the long run, he couldn’t stay. The nature of his work demanded him to move around.

He didn’t mind moving to New York with her, but he couldn’t settle down and stay in New York either.

“I don’t have an answer for you. And it’s not because I don’t care. I hadn’t thought about things beyond what has been happening.” He turned into the street and stopped at the bottom of the slope leading up to Paige’s house. 

“She isn’t the sort who have flings.”

“I don’t treat her as a fling,” Justin replied, offended. If there was a way to make things work, he would.

“Okay.” Andrew opened the door and with one of his leg outside, he said, “But if you make her stay and you leave, I won’t let you off.”

“Noted.”

He drove back home and sat in front of his laptop, thinking about what Andrew had said. He thought about the duration it’d take him to work on the houses he was intending to get. He could always stretch things out to a year and wait for Paige to finish up the school year.

But what was next?

It wasn’t a question he could solve on his own.

He sighed and broke into a grin when his phone rang. “Done?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Okay. Give me fifteen minutes.”

Justin swung by and picked up Andrew before going over to Jane’s house. They still had plenty of time to head over to Cheyenne and find Cole. No matter what the future held for them, he wanted to settle this for Paige first.

“Time to pay Cole a visit,” Andrew announced when Paige got into the car.

“Let’s hope we can actually find him this time.”

After a 45 minute drive and constant ringing of the bell for over half an hour, Paige had her ear pressed up against the door again. Andrew followed; both closing their eyes as they concentrated.

Justin wanted to laugh at their behavior.

Though they looked nothing alike, their behavior, and even their expressions, were exactly the same.

Paige straightened and ran her hands through her hair. “Maybe he’s gone home.

“His car is still in the parking lot.”

“It could be one of those services that the rental company will pick the car up for you.”

“Let’s go down to the counter and use the story we made up yesterday, maybe we can get them to open up the room,” Justin suggested. There wasn’t any point in wasting time on a bell.

“That’s a good idea,” Andrew said. “I’ll wait in the lobby.”

They went down as planned. Justin smiled politely as he asked for the manager and explained to him ‘the situation’. He told the manager how Cole was supposed to meet them for lunch yesterday but didn’t turn up, about the conversation they had with the housekeeper, and eventually lying about calling Cole for the whole of the day before and that morning.

The manager nodded empathetically, but insisted that they wait in the lobby while he checked out what was going on.

Less than fifteen minutes later, the manager returned with a key card and a security guard. Despite the polite smile he displayed, the manager was clearly distressed about something.

“The staff hadn’t seen Mr. Crowen either. The housekeeper said that his things hadn’t been touched, and the bed hadn’t been slept in. We’re going in to take a look, would you like to come along?”

“Yes,” Paige answered immediately.

There was absolute silence as all of them, except Andrew, rode the escalator up.

Justin couldn’t figure out why Cole had suddenly gone missing. He wasn’t injured, so he couldn’t have passed out somewhere. Even if he did, someone would’ve found him by now.

He turned to Paige and saw the etch between her brows.

Maybe he was trying to make Paige worry as some form of sadistic punishment.

The lift chimed, taking his mind off the unless analysis. It wasn’t like he, or any sane human being, could figure out what Cole was thinking.

Placing his arm on Paige’s back, they followed the manager and the security guard. 

None of them spoke until they were right outside Cole’s room. 

The manager rang the bell and waited for a moment, then knocked on the door. “Mr. Crowen? Are you in there?” He waited again before turning to the security guard.

With a curt nod from the guard, the manager slotted in the key card and the door popped opened.

Pushing the door open, the manager called out, “Mr. Crowen?”

Nothing.

Paige craned her neck, trying to look into the room.

The manager stepped in and placed the card into the placeholder, turning on all the lights in the room. Leaning back against the door, the manager allowed the security guard to enter the room while gesturing for Paige and Justin to wait.

“All clear. No one is inside.”

Justin took Paige’s hand and went into the room. Cole’s luggage lay open in the corner of the room, his clothes still inside. On the desk were a cell phone, a laptop, and a digital camera.

“Is that his phone?” Justin asked.

Paige nodded.

There was something wrong about the digital camera on the table. Cole wasn’t here for a holiday, why did he need his digital camera? He wanted to look through the laptop, too. If Cole was the stalker, there would be proof in the laptop. 

Justin took a glimpse of the manager who was busy scanning the room, but the security guard’s eyes were fixed on him. There was no way the guard would allow him to look through Cole’s laptop.

Then, Justin noticed the sudden widening of Paige’s eyes as she pulled open one of the drawers by the desk.

Justin looked into the drawer and found the same cream colored envelopes. Not the ones that Paige had received in Pine Bluffs, but those she’d received in New York, those she’d kept in the box.

He reached over, but before his hands could touch any of the letters, the security guard stopped him.

“We’re not allowed to touch his things. We’ll need to make a police report.”

“Okay,” Paige agreed.

“There’s no sign of a struggle or of Mr. Crowen being injured,” the security guard assessed and took another scan of the room.

The manager stepped in front of them and said, “We’ll make the report tomorrow. Until then, I’ll ask my staff to keep a look out for Mr. Crowen. Do you want to leave your number? Once we locate Mr. Crowen, I’ll get him to contact you?”

“He knows my number, just tell him that Miss Watson is looking for him.”

“And I was staying in this hotel, you should have my records. Justin Doyle, you can call me if there’s any update.”

“Sure, Mr. Doyle. Is there anything else I can do for you?” the manager asked as he ushered them out.

“No, that’s all. Thanks.” Justin led Paige back to the lift and continued when they were inside. “The envelopes and paper.”

“They look the same.” She drew in a deep breath and dropped her head back. “It’s him. I’d been dating the guy who was making my life a torture for the past three years.”

He pulled her into his arms and ran his hand down her back. “At least you know who it is now.”

She wrapped her arms around his waist and nodded. “And you’re right. He isn’t as scary when the mask comes off.”

“Just a crazy bastard.”

She laughed softly, her body vibrating in his arms. He ran his finger through her hair and lifted her from his chest.

He was glad she wasn’t taking things badly, but he had to remind her. “Be careful of your surroundings from now on. You know who to look out for, and no matter what, do not confront him alone.”

“I won’t.”
  



















Chapter Twenty One




Swiveling around in the chair, Paige glanced out of the clear glass at the street. Watching cars driving by, probably neighbors on their way to work. Justin didn’t just build a house that was too modern for the town, he’d made sure he built it higher than the rest of the houses on the street.

She shook her head with a small indulgent smile.

There must be more to the neighbors not lifting a finger to help when his mother was drunk. There was some sort of message in this house.

She sat there, with her hair slightly damp, in a white tank top and jeans, pondering on the various possibilities of how the neighbors had pissed him off.

Her focus faded and she began daydreaming until a police car stopped right outside the house. Her brows furrowed. She got up from her seat and half ran up the steps and to the attic.

Both Andrew’s and Justin’s heads snapped over at her entrance.

It was weird to see both Andrew and Justin in the same room. She stared at them, not knowing who she should address first. 

Justin stepped off the treadmill and strode over toward her. “Is everything okay?”

The door bell rang before she had the chance to answer. “The sheriff is here.”

“Maybe the hotel reported Cole’s disappearance. I’ll go with you.”

“I want to see the sheriff.” Andrew placed the dumb bells on the floor and stood.

“Andrew, just a gentle reminder. He’s not some kid from school for you to tie to a flag post.”

Andrew’s jaw slacked and he seemed ready to argue, but after a look over to Justin, his features changed. He shrugged and sat back down.

The bell rang again, but she didn’t care. “What was that?” Andrew ignored her, so she turned to Justin and repeated, “What was that?”

“What?” Justin asked.

“That look.”

“It’s nothing.” Justin placed his hand on her back and led her over to the stairs. “The sheriff is getting impatient.”

Instead of ringing the bell and waiting for an answer, the sheriff was determined to bust the doorbell until one of them answered it.

“It’s not nothing,” she insisted.

She enjoyed not being stuck between Andrew and Justin the way she had been with Cole, but there was more to some shared camaraderie in that look.

“I’m not going to let it go,” she said while going down the stairs.

“He’s worried that your family has somehow spoilt you, that his protection of you was why you couldn’t handle the stress of the stalker.” He gave her a peck on her nose and turned toward the door.

Paige stood in front of the door and turned to face him. “Do you think I’m spoilt?”

Justin grinned even as the bell continued ringing.

“Open up, I know you’re in there!” the sheriff bellowed.

Ignoring the noise, Justin leaned in closer toward her. 

She reached out and took his hand. “You once told me that it was tiring to be concerned about another person. I don’t want—”

“Open up, Justin! Miss Watson!”

“You won’t,” he answered firmly. 

She smiled; a small, concerned smile.

“I don’t find it tiring to be around you. We’ll have this conversation later, when we don’t have someone pounding on the door. All right?”

“All right.”

Justin opened the door with an annoyed frown. “What’s the rush, sheriff?”

The sheriff stepped in, completely disgruntled. He gave Paige a head to toe scan and said, “So it’s true. You young people are so promiscuous nowadays. How long have you two known each other?”

She blinked, not knowing how to answer that.

“Is there something you need or are you here to check out a gossip?” Justin questioned.

The sheriff’s mouth twisted into a condescending sneer.

Paige found herself wishing she could slap the smirk away. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been snubbed by the police before, but the unjustified arrogance that the sheriff was exuding was simply irksome. 

“A missing person report has been filed in the police department in Cheyenne. Your name was brought up by the hotel staff.” Then, with a conceited smile, the sheriff continued. “You’re wanted down at the police department in Cheyenne. I told them I’d bring you the wonderful news. Looks like you’re the prime suspect for Mr. Crowen’s disappearance. What did you do? Kill him for spilling your secret?”

Paige shook her head, not attempting to hide her contempt. “You go around accusing people without any proof to back you up. You’re lucky this town is pretty safe. Otherwise, you’ll be out of job, sheriff.” 

“Young lady—”

“I got your message. You can leave now.”

The sheriff took a step forward, but she stood her ground.

Justin stepped in before the sheriff got too close. “Do you have a problem with your hearing, too? She’s gotten your message, you can leave now.”

The sheriff crooked his jaw, poking his tongue into his cheeks. “Remember to get yourself down there.” 

Justin closed the door and turned to Paige. He knew she was probably still thinking about their previous topic. “I don’t feel tired around you,” he repeated. “You’re coping very well with everything that’s happening.”

“That’s because you made me to face up to it. You made me understand that I didn’t have to be the victim. But Andrew is right, I couldn’t handle it. I ran home when things got bad.” She licked her lower lip. “I don’t want you to feel obligated to take care of me. I know you don’t want—”

“I wasn’t referring to you,” Justin interrupted. “If you need to breakdown, go ahead. I promise I’ll be here to pick you up. And that’s all you need. You ran home because you know there would be someone there for you. You’re not someone who’ll hide in a dark room forever.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because you went back to New York, and you got yourself together enough to bring yourself here. You were jumpy when I first met you, but not once did you ever use the stalking as an excuse for anything. So, your brother is wrong; they didn’t spoil you.”

She smiled and leaned in to kiss him. A peck, a soft touch of his lips against hers. Then he deepened the kiss, his tongue grazing across hers. With another peck, he broke their kiss and held her face in place, his forehead leaning against hers. “Now answer one of mine,” he said and waited for her to nod before he continued. “Andrew said you love New York.”

She waited, looking at him. “And?”

“And you’re choosing to stay for me.”

That still wasn’t a question.

“He said I should tell you if I don’t have the intention to stay.”

She leaned away from him. “Are you breaking up with me?”

“No.” Justin smiled wryly and took both her hands. “Definitely not. I’m not sure what I’m asking.”

“You’re leaving Pine Bluffs soon?”

“No.”

She was getting more confused with each passing second.

“But I’ll eventually have to leave.”

“This eventually…when will that be?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I’m a little con—”

“Don’t take the job,” he suddenly blurted. “I know it’s unfair to you, but don’t take the job, I don’t want to leave town without you.”

She hadn’t thought about that. Now she understood why Andrew reminded her of the obligation behind her teaching job.

Her lips parted, forming a smile. She wanted to say yes and was about to do so when the responsible her kicked in.

She wasn’t someone who did things like this. She didn’t throw caution to the wind and did things simply because she wanted to. She had to weigh the pros and cons, the right and wrong. 

Besides, she couldn’t throw away her believes and travel around with Justin, living with him.

“You don’t want to?”

“It’s not that. I can’t move around and stay with you, I don’t think that’s right. And what should I do for a living? I can’t get a job if we’re moving around all the time.”

“Right.” Justin nodded. “Of course, you’re right. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m—”

“Hey.” She took his hand. “We’re both here now. That’s all that matters, right?”

“Right.” A corner of his lips curled into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“I can’t promise that I’ll go with you, but I promise we’ll find a way when the time comes.” She squeezed his hands. “Why are you suddenly so worried?”

“I have no idea.” He widened his grin and shook his head. “I’ll take a shower, then we’ll go have breakfast at the Seymours.”




Running water gushed down the pipes in the house moments after Justin went up to his room. Paige stood, with her arms crossed over her chest, and stared out on the streets, thinking about what Justin had said. 

“Want to go for a walk?”

“Were you eavesdropping?”

Andrew hesitated for a moment. “Didn’t mean to, was going to take a shower in your room when I heard you rejecting him.”

“I didn’t reject him.”

Pushing the door opened, he cocked his head to the side. “Come, let’s go for a walk. Doctor says it’s good for my leg.”

Paige trotted out behind him and didn’t say anything until they were out on the streets. “It’s a lot to think about, especially since we’ve only started dating. And there’s so much going on…”

“You seem happy.”

“It’s your fault, you know. You told him that I love New York. I think that’s what got him thinking about the whole thing.”

“Actually,” Andrew said. “I told him not to ask you to stay if he wasn’t staying. You told me what he did. He can’t stay here forever, and I don’t want you to stay only because of him. What will you do when he leaves? From what I see, you only have one friend your age, and even she might be leaving soon.”

She sighed softly. Now that she thought about it, Andrew was right.

She had enjoyed Pine Bluffs for the safety she felt here. Once they settled things with Cole, once Justin left, there would be no reason for her to remain in Pine Bluffs.

“What should I do?”

“You seem happy with him. You have that young school girl crush look when you’re with him. You can’t seem to stop smiling.”

“Are you saying I should go with him? I don’t believe in staying together. And work? I’ll need a job.”

“When you were studying, your scholarship didn’t allow you to get a job, but you found a way. If you set your mind to it, you always find a way.”

Paige stopped walking and turned to Andrew. “You really like him, don’t you? Is it because he’s like you?”

“Is he? I don’t see him ordering you around.”

“No. He’s nothing like you or anyone else I’ve met.” She pushed her fringe behind her ear, her fingers lingering in her hair for a moment as she thought about all those times when Justin did that. 

“I like that you’re braver around him.”

“Thanks, Drew.” Paige looked down toward the floor, her gaze pausing on his leg. “Justin says I should rein in my concern. I know you can take care of yourself, but am I allowed to ask and get a serious answer for once? I promise I won’t ask again.”

“I am fine. It hurts a little when I jog, but I know not to push myself too hard. I’ve gotten injured many times, I know my body.”

“I know,” she said firmly. “I just needed to look you in your face when you say that. I needed to know you truly mean it, that you’re not being a superman because you think I need you to.”

“I know I’m not superman.” 

“Good.” She nodded. 

They turned back toward Justin’s house. She had a new answer for Justin. Andrew was right, there was always a way.

“Paige Watson?”

Paige looked over her shoulder, and her head tilted when she saw a young boy coming down the slope on his skateboard.

She frowned. “Yes?”

“This is for you.” The boy reached into his back pocket and handed her a crumpled cream colored envelope. 

She froze. She couldn’t bring her hand up to take the letter.

“Ma’am?” The boy thrusted his hand forward.

Andrew pulled the letter from the boy’s hand and opened it while the boy gave another kick to continue skating down the slope. Andrew stretched his arm out, but the boy deftly dropped below his arm and skated on.

Paige’s hands turned clammy as she pressed the ring into her index finger. Clenching her jaws, she looked over at the letter.

It wasn’t a long letter this time. 

No admiration. No admonishment. No poems. No photos. 

Just a single piece of paper with the words ‘It’s time’ typed in the middle of it.

She swallowed hard and scanned the area. “It’s him.”

“Come on.” Andrew took off after the boy before she could stop him. She joined him in the chase, but the boy was on a skateboard and he’d made a turn. She paused for a moment even as Andrew pressed on despite not seeing the boy.

He ran down the road and turned into the nearest corner.

She sped up, but skidded to a stop almost immediately.

Justin’s mom stood at the end of the road, beckoning her.

This was such a bad timing. She thought Justin’s mom had left. Where did she spend the night?

Her head swiveled to where Andrew had turned into, then back at Justin’s mom. She should stay with Andrew. She would have to apologize to Justin’s mom another time.

But as she turned away, the corner of her eyes caught a sudden movement.

She looked over and found Justin’s mom doubling over, her face all crunched up as if she was in severe pain.

Paige ran over, placing her hand on Mrs. Doyle’s arm and elbow, trying to support her from collapsing to the floor. “Mrs. Doyle, are you all right?”

Justin’s mom straightened slowly, her arm remained over her abdomen. “Gastric, old ailment.”

“Do you want me to take you to the doctor?”

“No, no, darling.” Mrs. Doyle pulled her closer and wrapped her fingers around her arm. “I’m fine. I called you over because I want to know how my son is doing.”

Mrs. Doyle didn’t appear drunk. The pain she was suffering from seemed to have disappeared, and she seemed somewhat buzzed. Her eyes were wide, her brows raised, and her smile seemed forcefully plastered on her face.

Paige looked over her shoulder as Justin’s mom continued to drag her further away, pulling her down the street.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Doyle. Now isn’t a good time.”

“We can always make time, darling.”

Paige sighed softly, she didn’t want to waste time playing games with her. Andrew would be worried sick if he noticed she wasn’t right behind him. “I didn’t bring my wallet out.”

Justin’s mom waved it off. “Oh, don’t worry, I got that covered.”

Paige tilted her head to the side and took a good look at Mrs. Doyle’s face. Gently, she placed her hand over Mrs. Doyle’s arm. “Justin loves you very much and he’s willing to do anything for you to get well.”

Mrs. Doyle’s eyes turned hard and flinty. “Who says I’m unwell? I’m perfectly fine.” She tightened her boney fingers over Paige’s upper arm. “I’m his mother, I gave birth to him. Is it too much for him to spare me a little money?” Her grip tightened further.

Paige winced and tried pulling her arm from the grip. “Mrs. Doyle, you’re hurting me.”

“Mrs. Doyle, you’re hurting me,” she mimicked in a sickening high-pitch tone.

“Please, Mrs. Doyle.” Paige reached over and tried to pry Mrs. Doyle’s finger from her arm.

Mrs. Doyle dug her fingers deeper into Paige’s arm, refusing to let go. Then, without any warning, she gave Paige a rough shove and pushed her onto the road.

Paige crashed onto the floor, slamming her arm against the road.

She cradled her arm still in a daze on what had happened. She tried to get up into a sitting position, but someone jerked her head back and before she knew it, she was pressed back against the floor.

Amid the sun’s glare, she had to squint to take a better look of the dark shadow above her. Her eyes widened as she recognized the familiar face and felt his hand cupped over her mouth and nose. 

She forgot all about the pain in her arm and starting flailing her hands around, trying to cause some form of damage on her attacker.

The same boney fingers that clung onto her arm now bounded her wrist against the floor. She wrung her body, twisting every which way, trying to pry herself free.

But she found herself getting distracted by a roll of nauseousness as a revoltingly sweet odor infiltrated her nose and lungs.

She coughed, but ended up breathing in more of the disgusting scent.

The already quiet street seemed to go still, and a numbing sensation took over her arms.

“Come on, we need to go.” 

“My money.”

The voice sounded so far away.

Her vision swirled and she knew she was moving. She didn’t know how; she couldn’t really think, she couldn’t really see, and she definitely couldn’t move her limbs.

Some more murmurings went on, but she could no longer make out the words.

A weird sensation whirled in her head. It was as if her brain was spinning.

Then she felt herself falling again, but she didn’t hit the hard ground. Maybe she did, she wasn’t sure. 

“Paige!”

Drew. 

She exhaled and drew in a deep breath through her nose, trying to concentrate. That was when she heard the sickening sound of metal twisting. “Andrew,” she whispered, right before the numbing sensation took over.
  



















Chapter Twenty Two




Paige turned her head, her mind filled with the low droning in the background. She blinked, trying to keep her eyes open, but they were so dry and uncomfortable. Shutting them, she tried to concentrate on the simple act breathing. 

She couldn’t remember what was going on. Her mind was swirling, something was terribly wrong with her.

She tried reaching for her forehead, but she couldn’t even move her fingers.

She drew in a deep breath and moaned softly as she felt a disgusting film over the inner layers of her throat. She swallowed and that brought about a gag reflex, propelling her body forward.

Then, it was as if her brain finally woke.

The memories came rushing back to her in a jumbled mess. Clearly her brain wasn’t functioning as well as it was supposed to.

Paige pulled out the images that appeared important.

The hotel. The letters in the drawers.

“Cole…” she mumbled. “You—”

“Shh, it’s okay. Here, drink this.”

She was pushed back against the chair, and she felt something at her lips. She tried to move, to turn her head, but she was so tired.

“Here.”

A trickle of water entered her mouth, cooling her parched tongue and quickly making its way down to her throat. She choked and coughed as it went down the wrong pipe, but the water kept on coming.

She tried fighting it, tried refusing to swallow whatever was being poured into her mouth, and the liquid soon overflowed. 

A strong tug on her hair constricted her throat and she gagged on the continuous gush of water streaming into her mouth. She coughed, splattering the water, but without a moment of reprieve, the water flooding her mouth again.

Eventually, her body reflexes caved and she swallowed whatever the liquid was.

“There you go. This will make you feel better. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you like I always have.”

Almost immediately, the swirling in her head got worse. She panted, struggling to overcome the strange sensation overtaking her.

“Shh…Get some rest.”

Her head fell to the side as her lids got heavier.

She couldn’t move, couldn’t fight the darkness.

“It’s okay now. Everything will be perfect from now on.”

Another wave of nausea hit her, but this time, it wasn’t from whatever she’d inhaled or drank.




Justin rubbed the towel against his hair and hung it over his neck. 

“Breaking news.”

He turned to the television he’d left on.

“A brutal murder had occurred in Cheyenne.”

He froze, his hand still holding on to the ends of the towel.

Crimes happened all the time, he wasn’t surprise to hear that, but that news immediately made his stomach turn.

“The victim’s face had been smashed in, and the body was dumped behind Plain’s Hotel. Neither the police nor the hotel management had confirmed if the victim was a guest in the hotel.”

A coincidence.

Still, no harm checking it out. They had to head down to the police department anyway. 

He pulled the towel from his neck and hung it up. He put on a T-shirt and went over to Paige’s room. Her bed was made, her handbag and phone still on the small desk, but she wasn’t inside.

“Andrew?” He looked up and waited for a reply, but there wasn’t a single sound coming from the attic.

Frowning, he jogged down the stairs and strode through the living room and into the kitchen. Neither Paige nor Andrew was in the house.

He went out the front door and onto the streets, wondering where they had gone. 

“Justin!”

Justin turned and saw Andrew limping over. “What happened to you?” Justin asked, sprinting over.

“Cole got her. Your mom helped.”

“What?” His head swiveled left and right, scanning the area for any sign of Paige or foul play. It can’t be. He was just speaking to her. 

“She’s gone.” Andrew dropped to the ground and pulled off his mangled prosthetic. 

Justin couldn’t speak. His words, whatever they were, got choked off in his throat. He could barely breathe.

Snap out of it, he told himself. “What happened?” 

He threw Andrew's arm over his shoulders and helped him back into the house while Andrew told him about the boy and the letter. 

“What happened to your leg?”

“That bastard reversed the car into me when I tried going after her. He went over my prosthetic.” Once in the house, Andrew pointed up the stairs. “I left my phone in the attic. Call Shawn. I saw the license plate. Ask him to run it. With any luck, we might get him before he changes his plate.”

Justin did as he was told. By the time he got back downstairs, he was done talking to Shawn. “He says he’ll run a check and get back to us. You all right here?” He shifted the car keys in his hand. “You need me to get someone?”

“Where are you going?”

“After her.”

“How? The car is gone, no point driving around aimlessly.”

Justin ran his hand through his hair. “We can’t just sit here and wait.”

“Find your mom. She was with him just now, but he drove off without her.”

“Cole? You saw him with your own eyes.”

“He was already in the car, I didn’t actually see him. Why?”

The gnawing feeling over the news report remained. “Someone was murdered, body dumped behind the hotel Cole was staying in. It seems too much of a coincidence,” he said. “The car you saw, was it the rented black sedan?”

“No.”

Justin nodded and headed out.

“Where are you going?”

“Find my mom. If she’s still in town, I know where she is.” Justin jogged out to his car and pulled out of his house while calling Mr. Seymour. He didn’t bother explaining. He merely told Mr. Seymour to drop by and began his search for his mom.

A fifteen minutes drive toward the other end of town got him in front of an old house with dullish gray-blue paint that had only turned darker after years of neglect.

He hopped out of his car and crossed the lawn overgrown with grass.

Pounding on the moss green door, he hollered, “Mom!” His fist continued hammering the door. “Mom!” If he had to knock it down, he would. “Mom! Open up, I know you’re in there. Mom!” 

Justin looked down at the lock on the door. It was an old-school, extremely easy to break kind of lock. He took a step back, raised his feet, and gave it a good kick, aiming as close to the knob as possible.

He could hear the sound of wood cracking, but the door remained in place. He raised his leg again and gave it another two kicks. On the third kick, the wood splintered and the door flew back.

“Whoa. What’s going on?” An obese man wearing a white singlet stained with red and brown patches pushed his head off the couch, his words in a complete slur.

Empty beer bottles and cans took up all the space on the coffee table and around the couch. Beyond the area of the man’s reach, clothes that seemed like they hadn’t been washed for months lay scattered across the whole place, explaining the foul, stale air trapped within the house.

Justin cast a quick glance over at the man, his lower jaw twisting to the side. 

The old drunk could hardly get his brain together to sit upright.

Ignoring the drunk, Justin strode right into the kitchen, then up the stairs. “Mom!”

He was halfway up the stairs when he saw his mom stepping out of a room with a dirty brown duffle bag.

The moment she saw him, she skidded to a stop and ran back into the bedroom.

Justin sprinted up the steps and shoved against the door that his mother was about to slam in his face. He easily pushing the door and his mom back.

“Where is she?” he demanded, grabbing his mother’s wrist.

“Let me go!” she screamed and kicked.

Her feet themselves didn’t cause much impact, but the heels she had on was sending sharp jolts of pain up his leg. 

“Stop it.” He tightened his grip and jerked her roughly. “Where is she?”

Again, she pounded and kicked at him, screaming at the top of her lungs.

He didn’t have time or the patience to entertain her.

Clenching his jaws, he subdued her thrashing hands and spun her around. He pressed his palm on her back, right between her shoulders, keeping her face and body up against the wall. Using one of his legs, he pinned down her calves and asked again, “Where is she?”

His mom tried pushing herself off the wall, but he wasn’t going to let her go until she gave him the answer he needed. 

“Where is she?” he raised his voice, increasing the pressure on her back.

“I am your mom! Women come and go, why do you care?”

He took in a deep breath. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know! I don’t know! He paid me my money and I ran when I saw her brother.”

“Who is that guy?”

“I didn’t catch the name.”

“Where did you meet him?”

“I went down to Cheyenne for some drinks. He came up to me and offered me some quick cash. I won’t have taken it if you’ve just given me some.”

“Don’t try to pin this on me. You would’ve taken it even if I gave you all the money you wanted. You’ll do anything to get another drink.” He controlled his breathing through his nose and continued. “How did he find you?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”

“How does he contact you?”

“He calls me.”

Justin let go of his mom and wrestled her handbag from her. Taking out her cell phone, he threw her bag onto the bed.

“Where are you taking my phone?”

He took out his wallet from his pocket and pulled out five hundred dollars. He flung the money onto the bed. “Get a new one. And listen, you’re not my mom anymore; you gave up that right many years ago. Don’t  call me again, and don’t show up in front of me ever again.”

He left the house even as his mom continued screaming who-knows-what at him. He was only interested in the phone he was holding. He went to the call list and tried dialing the last call received, but the phone was switched off.

Driving back home, he was surprise to find the Seymours and Jane in his house. They all turned to him, staring at him as if he’d fall apart anytime.

Clearly, they had all been updated.

He told them what just happened and saw Jane’s brows drawing closer. “Do you know something?”

“Before your mom came back, she was creating quite a stir in Cheyenne. Quite a lot of Pine folks hang out in the bar. Apparently she went back and was complaining about how you turned her away.”

“Who did you hear this from?”

“Keith.”

Justin nodded. “That explains.”

“Have you told Shawn to run the number?” Andrew asked.

“Yeah. It’s a burner cell with the last signal bouncing off Pine Bluffs. He thinks the phone’s been discarded, but he’ll keep track of it. He’ll let us know if the signal comes back on.” 

“And the license plate?”

“A rented car registered to Cole’s name. The rental company said the tracking system on the car isn’t working.”

Dead ends, dead ends, and more dead ends.

Justin took in a deep breath, running his tongue under his teeth. “Do you have a picture of Cole?”

“Facebook. Paige had a facebook account, she didn’t delete it. I have her old laptop back at her house.”

Justin nodded and headed out the door. “I’ll talk to Keith, see if he recognizes Cole.”




The talk with Keith didn’t yield much results either. Keith did see someone speaking with his mom, but he didn’t think much of it and didn’t pay attention to him.

All Keith remembered of the guy was that he looked nerdy.

There wasn’t much Justin could do but wait. He didn’t know how Andrew did it; how he remained so calm instead of going berserk.

When he got back to his house, Andrew and Mr. Seymour weren’t in the living room. Only Mrs. Seymour and Jane sat quietly on the couch.

Mrs. Seymour pointed to the sandwich on the coffee table. “You need to eat something.”

“Where’s Andrew and Mr. Seymour?”

“Basement,” Jane answered.

That was where he kept all his tools for work. “What are they doing down there?”

“Trying to get Andrew’s prosthetic back in shape.” Mrs. Seymour pushed the sandwich across the table. “Eat something. You’ll need your energy to find her.”

The battle of reason and feelings began again.

While Paige was worrying over this exact situation, he’d told her that she could handle it. If she played her cards right, she could have him eating off her hand.

And he was sure she could. He didn’t doubt her ability to do that.

But all that reasoning couldn’t stop the worst case scenarios playing out in his mind.

He closed his eyes, but the thoughts continued to torture him.

“She’ll find a way, she always does,” Andrew stated matter-of-factly as he came hobbling over, still slightly unbalanced. “We concentrate on what we can do. She’ll do her part. We just have to leave the rest to God and trust that He’ll bring her back to us safe and sound.”

Blaming God probably wasn’t going to help the situation, but he did. 

Why did He even allow her to be taken in the first place?

“It’s not God’s fault that she was taken, but He will bring her back,” Mrs. Seymour said to him.

He blinked and wondered if he’d spoken his thoughts aloud. 

“You’ll see,” she assured.

Justin didn’t bother replying. He picked up the sandwich and took a bite. 

God wasn’t responsible for the evil things in the world, and He would always take care of his children.

Justin had heard all that during those Sunday school lessons that Mrs. Seymour had made him attend. He could believe that God wasn’t responsible for Paige’s stalker. But if He wanted to help, couldn’t He have stopped the stalker from meeting Paige in the first place? Couldn’t He have somehow prevented her from being taken?

He swallowed hard and reminded himself. She can do this. She is strong enough.

Where were you heading when you left?

Stuffing down another bite, he cleared his throat. “When I left, I didn’t know where I was going. I only know I want to get as far away from here as possible,” he answered that thought out loud. “He’s taking her away, as far from here as possible.”

“Justin, you need to stop—”

“I didn’t know where I was going,” he interrupted Mrs. Seymour. “So I just drove up the interstate; it was the fastest way out of here and on to somewhere else.”

He looked up and saw the sudden spark of attention in Andrew’s eyes.

“The interstate 80 runs through town,” Jane said.

Justin turned to Andrew. “Pick a side.”
  



















Chapter Twenty Three




The light from the sun was slowly fading and the lamps by the side of the roads flickered to life. The orange lights from the street lamps flapped like candlelights under assault. The lights swayed and blended together, swirling about, making it exhausting to keep her eyes on them.

She closed her eyes briefly before pushing her heavy lids up from obstructing her view.

The sky grew darker, causing the crazy lights to burn brighter. Despite the lights, she couldn’t see much of anything else; she couldn’t focus.

She had been awake for a while now. There was a low, constant whirl by her ears as shafts of the evening sun danced across face. 

Paige! She heard her father’s voice call out to her. Paige!

She squinted through the tears in her eyes and grinned when she saw her father running toward her.

She glanced down at her feet, her toes had sunk halfway into the fine, grainy sand.

She could see the sand, see the tiny grains falling off her feet as she lifted her leg, but she couldn’t feel them. Her head tilted to the side as she wriggled her toes, trying to capture some of the sand between her toes.

Paige! Her father lifted her into his arms. But again, she couldn’t feel anything. It was as if she was watching a scene in the movies.

Was she dreaming? Hallucinating?

She tightened her arms over her father’s neck.

Memories of that day had faded somewhat. She remembered being down at the beach with Drew and her parents, she remembered she had somehow wondered off and got lost. She couldn’t remember what had distracted her, but she remembered finding herself away from her family and with throngs of strangers around her.

She tried searching for them, moving along the beach, but she didn’t even know which direction to begin. 

She wasn’t sure how long she searched for them before she started crying.

Where were you? her father asked. 

She couldn’t answer him; she was still sobbing, relieved that she had been found.

Remember to keep your eyes out whenever you’re outside.

Those words echoed through her mind as the beach faded away along with everyone on it. She tried clinging on to her father, to keep her arms over his neck, but it was pointless. As with the surroundings, her father slowly disappeared.

For I know the plans I have for you…

The new voice in her head surfaced, stopping the repetition of her father’s voice.

Everything happened for a reason. She was certain of it. God had foreseen this moment, but He had prepared her for it.

She could do this.

She blinked and tried to focus, to see through the fog in her head.

Her confidence did nothing to help her befuddled brain. All shapes and colors spun and twisted themselves into unrecognizable blobs as the car zoomed by. Her eyes were assaulted with too many things that her brain, still clouded, couldn’t process.

It was tempting to get into a panic attack, to scream for help.

But unless she was willing to risk jumping out of a speeding car and breaking her neck, insanity wouldn’t help.

Besides, all her limps felt heavy. She wasn’t sure if she could even move them.

She closed her eyes and regulated her shallow breathing, fighting the urge to succumb to the screams of fear in her head. 

Her mind couldn’t process everything, so she needed to focus. A street name, a store name.

Opening her eyes, she scanned the blurry images and spotted a familiar green. She squinted and zoomed in on the green portion despite the pounding headache. Walmart.

That was a good start. Not an exceptionally helpful start, but it was better than nothing.

You can do this, Paige, she told herself.

She gave her eyes a break before opening them again.

Her previous effort seemed to have stirred up her sluggish brain. Focusing, she caught another light pink signboard with the word Scoops written across it. She squinted and made out the faint image of a colorful ice cream right beside the word.

Then she felt the car turn, her body tilting slightly toward the left.

Walmart. Scoops ice cream with pink signboard. Right turn.

Staring out again, she tried to catch another sign.

But besides the green boards with words she couldn’t make out, there weren’t any other signs or shops. They were on a highway.

Walmart. Pink Scoops ice cream. Right turn. Highway.

She couldn’t catch any of the signs without turning her head to look out the windshield. She was intending to pretend to be asleep until she could think of something.

She closed her eyes again, this time, running through a series of scenarios in her head, thinking of the questions that could be posted to her and how best to answer them.

You’ve been letting him control your life. Truth is, you control his. Justin’s words played clearly in her head, another memory that was clearer than the surreal situation she was in. 

Thinking about Justin calmed the raging waves of fear she was struggling to control. 

He was right. The power was hers. 

As long as she played her cards right, she didn’t have to worry. She just had to be observant and find the right answers, and she was extremely good at giving the right answers.

After running through the scenarios in her head, she took in a deep breath and turned her head, acting as if she’d just woken up.

“Awake?”

His voice was soft and gentle.

She nodded, and as she did, the images before her eyes spun and she felt herself falling. She reached out, resting her hand on the dashboard, trying to get some sense of stability. “I don’t feel well,” she murmured, drawing in a deep breath through her nose.

“It’s all right. Here, have some water.”

She remembered drinking something when she got into the car and was probably still suffering the effects of it. She pushed the hand away, but quickly added, “I can’t. I feel like throwing up.” She dragged her heavy hand over to her chest, rubbing it. “I can’t breathe…”

Though she was exaggerating, she did need some fresh air.

Her head was still groggy, and there was a weight or congestion of some sort on her chest. Maybe it was simply the result of fear and anxiety, and nothing to do with the after-effect of whatever she drank. 

Whatever it was, some fresh air would do her good.

She felt a hand on her shoulder, nudging her back against the chair.

“Here.”

A wave of the cool night air rushed into the car. As the breeze swished passed her, she took in a deep breath and leaned her head back on the headrest. 

“Better?”

She concentrated on her breathing, inhaling and exhaling deeply. “Yeah, much better. Thanks.”

“You shouldn’t have left New York like that. I’d our future all planned out. I even bought us a house.”

She didn’t want to do this now. She swallowed and breathed out slowly through her mouth, taking a moment to make sure she wasn’t going to throw up when she started talking. “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t do that again. Tell me about the house,” she said with a small smile.

A pair of skeptical eyes stared back at her.

She resisted the urge to shiver and kept her smile even as a chill crept across her skin. How could someone she thought was nice and mellow, have something so unsound hidden within?

“Did you know how upset I was that you didn’t accept my proposal? That you simply left?”

Paige frowned, lost in what he was saying. But there wasn’t time for that, she needed the right answer now. She picked the best answer she had and watched his expression carefully as she said, “I’m really sorry.”

“It’s not going to happen again. You’re not leaving me again.”

The soft, gentle voice was gone. He spoke like a wound up clock, his words rushed and spoken harshly.

Paige could see him tightening his hands around the steering wheel before shaking it as if he was trying to jerk it out of place.

She quickly reached over and placed her hand gently over his arm. “It’s not going to happen again, I promise.” She watched as whatever emotion that had him worked up faded from his eyes. “Tell me about the house, I want to know more about it.”

“You’ll find out later; it’s a surprise.”

“How much longer before we reach there?” she asked, feigning some enthusiasm. “I can’t wait to see it.”

“A few more hours,” he answered with a grin.

Paige mimicked his grin. She glanced at her watch and repeated, “A few more hours.” She needed one more answer. “Have you been driving since this morning? Are you tired?”

“There’s no time to rest. Your brother will be trying to get you back, won’t he?”

That was a bad question to ask. His eyes grew wide open, and the same hysterical look returned. This time, she couldn’t help swallowing hard.

“But he won’t find you. I won’t allow it.” He stared ahead with his clenched jaws, his knuckles turning white around the steering wheel.

There was a sudden coldness and tingling sensation on her cheeks. She sucked in her cheeks between her teeth and chewed on them. After a second, she forced a smile. “I don’t want that either.”

Approximately six plus hours of driving. Walmart. Pink Scoops ice cream. Right turn. Highway.

“Get some rest.”

She looked right ahead, subtly looking out at the directional signs.

“Get some rest,” he repeated. Except this time, it wasn’t a suggestion; it sounded like a command. Perhaps he’d noticed what she was staring at.

Paige didn’t want to risk agitating him, so she nodded and closed her eyes, turning her face away from him.

While her eyes remained shut, she forced herself to take note of every turn made. It was difficult to gauge the timing, and she didn’t dare to steal a glance at her watch. Neither did she dare to move around, worried that she would be forced to drink more of whatever she had drunk to keep her unconscious.




A large map spread out in front of Justin, another in front of Andrew.

Cole already had a head start. It was pointless of them to head out after him.

So Justin went out and bought the most detailed and largest map he could get.

With two maps, Justin and Andrew each took a side of the interstate exit through town and searched for possible areas that Cole could head for.

“It’ll be some place quiet. The houses will be far apart from each other,” Justin said. Cole wouldn’t risk having any neighbors nearby for Paige to seek help from. “He won’t stop driving until they are there. And where ever ‘there’ is, it’ll be far from here.”

“So let’s assume he’s still driving. He won’t want to risk getting pulled over, so the maximum speed limit for,” Andrew checked the time on his watch, “three and a half hours.”

They did the calculations and plotted along the map.

From the plotted point, Justin’s finger traced along the interstate 80 route. His finger took the various exits while his hand with the marker crossed out the towns that didn’t fit his criteria.

“It won’t be close to the main road. He has photos of Paige jogging.”

Andrew’s hands stopped moving, and he looked up from the map. “Do you think he knows how far she runs each day?”

Justin lifted his marker off the map.

There were photos of her jogging, then leaving for work. If Cole was detailed enough to know how she arranged her cosmetics and diabolical enough to know making adjustments to the things on her dressing table would get her notice, he probably knew her running statistics. “I believe so.”

“She runs 5 miles a day,” 

“Then wherever the house is, it’ll have at least a five-mile radius to any other human being.”

He turned back to the map, crossing out more areas. 

An hour in, Justin’s phone rang. “Justin Doyle,” he said, clipping the phone between his ear and neck, then continued to work on the map.

“Mr. Doyle, this is Detective Linden. I’ve been informed that you and a Miss Watson have been searching for Mr. Cole Crowen?”

“Do you know where he is?”

“Yes, but I’m afraid it isn’t good news. We believe that Mr. Cole Crowen has been murdered. We’re hoping that Miss Watson will come down to identify the body.”

He took the phone, turning on the speaker. “How do you know the guy in your morgue is Cole?”

Andrew straightened.

“I went through his computer and there were some photos. The manager pointed out one of Mr. Crowen. The hair color and height matches.”

“So he didn’t take her.”

“Take her?”

Justin explained the situation to the Detective.

“I think I can prove that Mr. Crowen didn’t take Miss. Watson. I went through the hotel’s surveillance. There’s another man who dressed like Mr. Crowen, but I don’t believe it’s him.”

“Can you send me a picture?”

“It isn’t clear enough, but if you make a trip down, I can let you take a look at the video.”

“I’ll head down now.”

Justin and Andrew folded the maps and headed out.

They were at the police department in less than an hour.

They waited for a few moments while a police officer went into the office and came out with a female detective wearing a gray pantsuit, her blonde hair tied back into a high ponytail. “Mr. Doyle?”

Justin stepped forward and took the detective’s hand. “Justin.” Cocking his head to the side, he continued. “This is Andrew Watson; Paige’s brother.”

“Do either of you think you can recognize Mr. Crowen from his built or tell me any of his birthmarks? Maybe he’s been in surgery before?”

“I don’t know him that well, but I can recognize him.”

Andrew nodded beside him.

“I’m afraid that won’t do,” Detective Linden said solemnly. “His face has been smashed in.”

Justin thrust his tongue against his cheek and took in a deep breath as his chest tightened. “We want to see the body. We need to know who has her.”

Detective Linden hesitated for a moment. “It is a rather gruesome sight.”

“I’m sure I’ve seen worst,” Andrew replied. 

What’s the worst that could happen? Justin thought. He hadn’t eaten much anyway; there wasn’t anything he could throw up.”

Nodding, she led them down the hallway and took the lift to the basement.

The lift’s doors opened to a long corridor. A sense of muteness shrouded the hallway, and only their footsteps echoed through the long walkway that felt much colder than where they had just come from.

When Detective Linden pushed open a door, a wave of sharp, biting air rushed out and pierced through his bones. He was at least a head taller than Detective Linden, so he had a full view of the room.

Whitewashed walls lined with metal silver squares, a room he’d only ever seen on TV stood right in front of him. 

He felt the heaviness of his feet as he took a step forward, entering the room.

He didn’t care much about Cole’s death. He only needed to confirm who had Paige and how to find her. But he had never seen a dead body before.

Pulling out one of the silver squares to reveal a white cloth draped over a dead body, Detective Linden stepped aside and glanced at him. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I can do it.” Andrew stepped up. “There’s no need for both of us to see the body.”

As much as he appreciated Andrew’s concern, Justin was determined to see for himself if Cole was lying there on the slab. He needed to know. “Let’s get this over and done with.”

Detective Linden lifted, then folded back part of the cloth to reveal the corpse.

Justin couldn’t speak. He swallowed hard and turned, stepping out of the morgue in three large strides. He pressed his palms against the wall, using it as support as he shut his eyes and leaned forward.

He heard the click of the morgue’s door but didn’t turn around.

“Are you all right?” Detective Linden asked.

“It’s Cole. So whoever has Paige was the one who did that to him.” He thought knowing would make things better, but he was so wrong. 

Whoever did this to Cole had no qualms about killing. Whoever did this to Cole still turned up at the bar at night after killing him.

“I saw the photos on Mr. Crowen’s laptop. I fought very hard to make this case mine. I want to help you find her.”

Justin turned over, leaning his back on the wall, while Andrew stood with his arms across his chest. “Why?”

Detective Linden reached into her pocket and took out her wallet. Flipping it open, she showed them the photo inside. “My sister went through the same thing Miss Watson did. No one would help her and she ended up taking her own life just so that she could be done with her stalker.” She tightened her jaws and her brows drew closer. “I swore I won’t ever be like one of the cops who turned her away.”

“Thank you.”

She nodded after a moment. “You all need to see something on the surveillance.”

They reentered the lift and stepped out to a completely different scene.

Instead of a long corridor, it was an open space filled with tables that was stacked with files and papers. He followed Detective Linden and strode past detectives flipping through files, talking on the phones, and typing away on the computer. 

One of the male detectives on the phone glanced up at them as they approached his table, but continued his conversation when he noticed Detective Linden.

She led the way into a room with a small, old TV attached to a VCR player. Picking up the remote on top of the player, she rewinded the video a little then paused. “I believe this is Mr. Crowen.”

“That’s him,” Justin confirmed.

Then forwarding the video, she paused it when Cole reappeared on screen. “I thought this was Mr. Crowen, but according to the M.E., Mr. Crowen should be dead by then. I rewinded and played it a few more times. Something about the two didn’t seem right. So I measured the tibia of Cole before and after time of death. It’s different.”

“Tibia?”

“Length from knee to feet. They should be the same if they are of the same person,” Detective Linden explained.

“So it’s just someone who looks and dress like Cole,” Justin stated and turned to Andrew. “Do you recognize him?”

Andrew stared at the TV and shook his head. “No,” he said, almost in a sigh.

Andrew hadn’t said anything since seeing the body. He must have arrived at the same conclusion and realized what a precarious situation Paige was in.

“I believe it’s someone Mr. Crowen knew. There wasn’t any sign of struggle in the room or the car. No one reported any altercations outside the hotel either.”

“Paige did mention that he didn’t have many friends.” 

“I only know of one,” Andrew added. “He’s a colleague, Daniel something. But Shawn ran a background check on him. Squeaky clean, except for a couple of traffic violations.”

“Sometimes, you need to look closer. We don’t have other leads anyway.” Detective Linden walked out of the room, gesturing for them to follow.

Everything that they had been chasing down had led to nothing. Now here they were, stuck again.

Justin heaved a sigh and shook his head. It wasn’t the time to get frustrated.

Detective Linden headed straight to a table and pulled up two chairs for them before settling in front of her table.

Justin sat on the chair next to her desk and watched her turn on the desktop monitor. 

Detective Linden scanned the area around her, then said in a softer voice, “I ran a check on my sister’s stalker. I wanted to see if there was something I could do to throw him in jail.”

“Was there?”

“No, but I did find something interesting. His credit card purchases. There are certain things that you can’t buy at stores but easily found online.” She ran Daniel’s social security number on the computer. “We just need his bank accounts and we can call the bank for credit card details.”

“They’ll just hand that over?”

“A step at a time.” Then, she paused, her eyes still on the computer’s screen. Her brows furrowed while her fingers bounced softly up and down on the keyboard, not typing anything.

“What?” Justin asked.

“His traffic violations, all of them occurred in Boston.” Her fingers typed across the keyboard again. “His last known address is in Boston, too.”

“Maybe he moved.”

“How long ago did the stalking begin?”

“Over three years.”

“His last ticket was just over four months ago.” One of her hands moved from the keyboard and toward her lips. Her fingers formed a fist while her thumb hooked under her chin. “He couldn’t have been driving there and back every day. Stalking takes a huge investment of time.”

She pulled up a phone directory website and a simple search gave them a phone number. “No harm making a call.”

She placed the phone on speaker and grinned when the number worked.

“Hello?”

Detective Linden picked up the receiver and said, “Hi, is this Daniel Mansell? I’m calling from the police department in Cheyenne. Yes. I was running down some leads for a murder case when your name popped up. Yes. I’m sure it’s some misunderstanding, but it’ll help if you answer some questions so that we can resolve this without having to involve you.”

Detective Linden’s grin grew wider while listening to the reply on the other end.

“Okay. Yes, just a few questions. Have you been down to New York? Yes, our victim was from New York. If you can prove that you haven’t been to New York, we can eliminate you as our suspect.”

There was another pause, but this time, her eyes narrowed and her frown deepened with each passing second. Justin leaned forward, staring intently at her, wishing he had some form of super hearing.

“Tax issue?”

Another bout of silence.

“Why didn’t you report this?” Detective Linden’s head bobbed up and down. “So you haven’t been in New York over the past few years? Right, thank you, Mr. Mansell.”

She put down the phone and turned to him. “We got him. Daniel Mansell had never been to New York before. He’d some tax issues over some double salary and tried reporting it, but the IRS never got back to him. When he called them back, they informed him that his tax had been paid. The same thing happened over the past three years, he thought it was some computer glitch and didn’t bother since he didn’t have to pay anything.”

Andrew shook his head. “I can’t believe Shawn missed that.”

“Background check wise, he would’ve come up clean. We were just lucky,” Detective Linden said. “This fake Daniel Mansell, he must’ve a police record. If you recognize him, we can comb through sexual offenders. I suggest beginning with offenders who lived close to or someone who has been in the same company as the real Daniel Mansell. He must’ve come across the real Daniel’s info somehow.”

“I’ve seen one of his photos on Paige’s laptop. I’ll get it.”

“I’ll get the files.”
  



















Chapter Twenty Four




Fear had kept Paige up in New York all the time, torturing her with every creak she thought she heard and with every movement she thought she saw.

That night was the first time it’d actually worked in her favor.

She needed to stay awake.

There were so many questions in her mind, all of them injecting their own dose of fear, threatening to crumble her already vulnerable facade of peace that she was trying so hard to hold on to.

Why did Daniel dye his hair and dress up like Cole?

Where was Daniel intending to take her?

What was going on in his mind? What was he going to do to her?

How was she going to get out of the situation?

The questions brought tears to her eyes, stinging her lids.

She had to stop thinking about them or she wouldn’t be able to control her tears. If she were to start crying now, Daniel would only get more hysterical and it wouldn’t end well for her.

Feelings were so unreliable. When she reminded herself how God was watching over her, how He would keep her safe, she’d be confident and some sense of assurance would calm her down.

But once her thoughts drifted to her current situation, fear returned.

Between fear and faith, fear had a much louder voice, making it impossible to ignore.

Taking quick, shallow breaths, she forced her tears back and focused on what she could do instead.

No point worrying over things she couldn’t control or mulling over questions she didn’t have answers to. 

Short, achievable goals, she told herself.

She had read memoirs of people who had gone through terrible ordeals, and the way they survived had always been to concentrate on short, achievable goals.

For now, she could make sure she remembered how they got to wherever they were heading.

So, with her eyes were closed, she paid attention to everything her ears were receiving.

She could tell when they left the highway. The noise from all the cars’ engine got more distant and soon, there was nothing but the monotonous whir of the air conditioner within the car.

There hadn’t been many turns since they were last on the highway, so it probably wasn’t a densely populated area.

The question she had was how isolated it was.

She could run, she could easily run over five miles continuously. Not many people, even men, could do that.

And she was fast. 

But all that wouldn’t matter if they were in the middle of nowhere.

“We’re here.”

The car came to a stop and she opened her eyes, looking at the house ahead of her.

A two story house with brownish walls and dark gray roof, contrasted with white window grills stood in front of the car. She breathed out through her nose as she stared up at the house. 

She took a quick glance around the area and forced a smile even as she battled her tears.

Daniel definitely picked the right place.

From the car, she couldn’t see any neighbor. Just their house and a road leading to an open field of nothingness on one side and trees on the other.

Short, achievable goals. She needed to get out of the house. There was no way Daniel would let her out, but it didn’t matter. As long as she could see another person, there was a chance.

First step, goodwill.

She turned to Daniel and flinched back against the window. She’d been so caught up with her own thoughts that she hadn’t noticed the gun Daniel had pointing at her.

“I’m not going to hurt you, but I know you love to run. I can’t risk you running away. You understand that, right?” 

His soft, gentle tone was back. But in his eyes, the same hysteria was clear.

She quickly nodded.

“Take off your shoes.”

She kicked them off.

“Stretch your hands over.” Daniel reached into the compartment by the door and pulled out a handcuff.

Her first instinct was to reach for the door and run. 

Instead, she shook her wrist, bringing her watch back in place and stealing a quick peep at it. Nearly an hour and a half had passed since she closed her eyes on the highway.

Then she stretched her hands over, locking the muscles in her arms to stop herself from withdrawing them.

With a deep breath, she swallowed the scream that was already at the brink of her throat.

She needed goodwill, she needed to show that she was compliant. She allowed Daniel to cuff her without any struggle, not even when the cold, hard metal cut into her skin.

“All right, ready to see the house?”

The sudden change in his expression was remarkable. A wild spark of excitement twinkled in his eyes that had inched wider, and a broad smile showcased his teeth. Still, despite the delight he had, a sense of frenzy lingered behind those eyes.

She knew she had to match his excitement.

She wasn’t a good actress, but she was an avid reader of all sorts of books.

Body language 101, a fake smile would never reach the eye. So she imagined herself without the handcuffs, imagined the person before her eyes was Justin, and imagined they were going to look at the beautiful colonial house she saw on his computer.

“Absolutely.” She grinned.

Her method worked.

The gun disappeared from her eyes as Daniel bounced out of the car, heading over to her side and opening the door for her.

“Come, take a look. I searched really long for this place.”

He helped her out of the car, placed a hand on her back, then jammed the gun against her rib as he pulled her closer toward him.

Paige clenched and released her fists, quelling the urge to shiver and push him away from her. “When did you buy this?” Her voice trembled a little at the end of her question. She cleared her throat and straightened her back. “Was it expensive?”

“Don’t worry about the money, dear.”

She clenched and opened her fist again. “So when did you buy it? Did you renovate it yourself?”

“So many questions,” he said, enunciating each word in a low, skeptical voice.

Twirling the ring on her index finger, she smiled back at Daniel as if it was still Justin standing before her. “I’m curious, I always have been. You should know that about me.”

“I do,” Daniel said. “I know everything about you.”

He took her hand just as the tremble she could no longer suppress ran through her skin.

Thankfully, he was so electrified that he didn’t seem to notice.

Pulling her into the house, he glanced over his shoulder and beamed at her.

She wanted to shake her head at the insanity of it all.

His blissful smile at her, despite her hands being cuffed and the gun in his other hand. The way he tenderly held her hand as if they were a young couple deep in love, thrilled about starting their new lives in the new house.

It was so tiring to pretend.

She was tempted to snatch her hand from his and deliver a slap across his clueless smile to wake him up from the ludicrous world he imagined he was in.

But the moment her eyes noticed the living room Daniel was now showcasing, her heart fell to her stomach, and she almost lost it. Almost.

The clash of normalcy and insanity was stark.

The living room was a replica of her living room back in her house in New York.

The beige couch with a white fleece throw neatly draped over its arm. The wrought iron coffee table overlaid with a glass surface, sitting over a large white rug that had the same design as the one her mother had chosen for her. Even the light brown curtains had the same flower imprints and another translucent curtain within it.

She stepped onto the rug and ran her finger down the arm of the couch, the way she did before she left her house.

She closed her eyes, feeling the sting behind her lids returning.

Everything appeared normal. Everything except the dozens of photo frames.

Every single flat surface area, except for the coffee table, was clustered with photo frames filled with photos of what used to be Cole and her. All the photos had been edited, replacing Cole’s face with Daniel’s own face.

Except it wasn’t really Daniel.

Daniel didn’t use to wear those thin, half-rimmed, gray spectacles. He used to wear thick, black plastic rims that had grown popular in the recent years.

Daniel didn’t used to have ginger hair either. His hair was dark brown, almost black.

Yet now, he looked exactly like Cole and was even wearing the same design of clothes that Cole always wore.

“This is my favorite,” Daniel said when he noticed her staring at the photos. Lifting one of the frames off the shelf above the fireplace, he smiled sweetly at the photo as if he was reminiscing the memory of that day.

He turned the photo over with a wide grin. It was a photo of Cole proposing to her.

Not only was Cole’s picture edited out, her own face had been edited to another where she was smiling.

She was certain that expression never appeared that day. Surprise or shock, maybe, but not that.

“You remember? You were so happy when you saw the ring.”

She forced her lips into what she hoped was a smile even as her mind reminded her of what she’d done with the ring. How was she going to explain things when he asked about it?

She pretended to scan the room, trying to buy some time.

“Of course I remember.” She moved toward the same shelf and picked up another photo frame. “I remember this, too.” She smiled at him and continued. “We both got a raise and we were out celebrating.” Then, hoping to conclude the conversation, she yawned softly.

“Tired?”

“A little. My head is feeling kind of weird, but I want to see the rest of the house.”

“And you should eat something.”

She didn’t know how she was going to stomach any food, but nodded anyway.

“Come, I’ll show you the kitchen. You’ll love it.”

Even before walking in, she had an inkling of how it’d look like.

And she was right.

The same dark brown cabinets, the silver fridge and oven. Besides the difference in the dimensions, resulting in larger cabinets, the design was another replica of her own kitchen.

She didn’t even bother checking if the fridge and oven were of the same brand, she was certain it was. “It’s beautiful.”

“See, I know exactly what you like.”

She nodded with a small smile. “Yeah.”

“What do you want to have?” He opened the freezer’s door and stepped aside for her to see the stacks of frozen food within.

Junk food. 

She laughed as she heard Justin’s voice in her head.

“What’s so funny?”

She shook her head and mustered a genuine smile. “I just really love those pizzas. I’ll have the four cheese pizza.”

“All right, sit.” He gestured toward the same dining table she’d bought from Pottery Barn.

She sat without saying anything and tried to remain casual as Daniel came over.

Unlocking one of her hands from the cuff, he hooked the cuff over one of the table’s leg.

He took out a pizza from the fridge and placed it into the oven, then washed a glass and filled it with water.

While he was busy across the kitchen, Paige took another look around the place.

He couldn’t have been in her house only once. He knew every detail of her living room and kitchen.

She didn’t dare think how her room would look like.

When that thought entered her mind, she had to clarify and set her mind at ease. “Daniel, I know we’re engaged and all, but I don’t believe in moving in together.”

“I know, I know,” he said, moving over with the glass of water in his hand. He set it down on the table before her. “You have your own room. I love you, I won’t do anything to upset you.”

She smiled, at least that was one less thing she had to worry about.

“Drink.” He gave the glass a nudge. “I’m sure you’re thirsty.”

She twirled the ring around on her finger and stared at the glass, contemplating if it was safe to drink.

Daniel must have sensed her skepticism. He picked it up and took a gulp.

“There’s nothing inside. I wasn’t sure how you would react just now. I want you to trust me from now on, all right?” He grinned at her, his eyes creasing. “We do have to live together for the rest of our lives. It’s much easier that way.”

Tugging at the handcuffs, she questioned, “Then this?”

“I took a gulp of water to prove to you that I didn’t put anything in there.”

“So you want me to prove that I won’t run? I can’t prove anything if you don’t give me the chance.”

Daniel narrowed his eyes.

“You don’t trust me at all, do you? Why do you want to live with me if you don’t trust me?” She turned away because she couldn’t get herself to cry. She was a terrible actress.

She tried hurriedly to think of something sad, to try and get some tears or redness in her eyes. She shut her eyes and thought about the moment she saw her giant of a brother lying in the hospital bed with half his leg missing and tubes of all sorts stuck into him.

She blinked as her eyes watered.

What she would give to have Justin, Andrew, or her mom at her side right now.

She tipped her chin and tilted her head back as she drew in a deep breath.

She could do this. 

The control is yours, Justin reminded her.

“All right, don’t cry.” Daniel reached over and brushed his thumb down her cheek.

She shut her eyes tight and froze, willing herself not to flinch at his touch. Then she heard the click and felt the pressure across her wrist disappear. 

She looked down at her freed hand and rubbed at the line imprinted on her skin.

“Why didn’t you tell me it was too tight?”

“I didn’t know it could be adjusted. I’ve never been arrested.”

“You’re not arrested. You’re the love of my life, and I’m yours. We belong together. But Paige, if you try to leave, if you ruin everything, I’ll kill us both.”

She swallowed hard, then quickly smiled. “I’ve no intention of leaving.” She lifted her freed hand. “And now I can prove it to you.”

She sat dutifully and ate her dinner. She kept away from the water until she finished her pizza. Sufficient time had passed. If there was something inside the water, the effects would have shown in Daniel. 

When they were done, Daniel led her up the stairs and showed her the bedroom.

The room lived up to her expectations. Every piece of furniture was like her own room in New York.

But as she moved over to the dresser, she felt the air rushed out of her.

Every item, down to her makeup was exactly the same, placed the same way she did back home. She moved over to the wardrobe and saw the same clothes, hung exactly the way she arranged.

Tops were arranged from the shorter sleeves to the longer sleeves, then from the lightest shade of color to the darkest shade within the same category. Dresses from the shortest to the longest, then by sleeve length, and lastly, color shade.

OCD, Andrew had called it.

She twirled the ring around on her index finger, trying to stop herself from thinking how many times he’d been in her house without her knowing. She moved over to the window, hoping to get some fresh air.

“The grill is locked.”

She nodded without turning to look at him and tried sliding the glass window pane across. “Is it all right if I slept with the window open?”

“Yes, of course. Whatever makes you happy,” he answered. “And, to show you that I can be trusted.” He stepped forward toward her and lifted her hand, dropping two keys into her palm. “These are the keys to your room. So you can lock your door and don’t have to worry about anything.”

“Thank you.”

He leaned in and she shut her eyes again, her thumb clenched tight over her ring. “Goodnight.” He kissed her on her cheek and left the room.

She closed the door and locked it before dashing into the bathroom to wash her face. She didn’t have to scanned the bathroom for what she needed, the cleanser was exactly where she’d expected; right beside the sink, placed alongside with her toothbrush.

She stared into the mirror, water dripping down her chin, her tears mixed in among the droplets.

She had wasted three years of her life on fearing Daniel. Without the mask of anonymity, he didn’t seem so scary. She brushed away the tears and took in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled through her mouth.

Think, she told herself. She had to get out of the house and get some help.

Smiling, she opened the cabinet above the sink and took out the shaver. Without any water or shaving cream, she shaved down her arms and legs. Then she turned on the shower and made herself step into the hot running water.
  



















Chapter Twenty Five




Paige opened her eyes and glanced over at the alarm next to her bed. She’d woken up every hour since she went to bed. She didn’t know if it was the overload of the day finally catching up on her or simply the unfamiliar bed.

It was only four in the morning.

She laid back against the pillow, her eyes wide opened.

Everything was so familiar but completely different.

The walls were of the same off-white color. The same table lamp stood on top of the cabinet beside the bed. Within the single drawer of the cabinet was a Kindle, and inside the Kindle were books that she had in her own Kindle.

She was wearing her comfortable cotton tank top and long cotton sweats as pajamas. Though the scent of detergent and softener was clear on her clothes, her top and comfortable pants also had the new clothes smell.

Even the bed sheets had the same smell that would only go away after a second or third wash.

The first time she woke up, she thought she had been dreaming. 

No stalker. No Pine Bluffs. No Justin.

Only the smell from her pillow reminded her otherwise.

She had laid in bed then, waiting for the tears to come. But she couldn’t cry. No matter bad the situation was, it was a situation that led her to Justin.

She was afraid. She didn’t quite dare to think about what would happen if she failed in what she wanted to do. She didn’t dare to think where she would be a week from now.

The only time her eyes stung was when she thought about what she had in mind just before everything gone wrong. She hadn’t had the chance to tell Justin that when the time came, she would leave Pine Bluff’s with him.

No, she told herself. Choose anger.

She tossed over to the other side.

She would get out of this insanity. First step, getting out of the house. God would settle the rest.

She could already feel the prickling on her arms and legs.

Unlike all the other times when she had to resist the urge to scratch, she scratched each time her skin pricked, not caring that it’d probably cause her skin to bleed.

Another hot shower would definitely flare up her rashes.

She couldn’t help smiling at how a problem that had often given her trouble and frustration was now her key to perhaps getting out of this nightmare.

She needed her sleep. She would need her wits tomorrow and a slow reacting mind wouldn’t help her. 

“Do not be afraid, for I am with you.” There were more to the bible phrase, but she couldn’t remember the rest of it.

She repeated that over and over again until she fell asleep.




A sudden sound of running water woke her up from her sleep. Her brain was in full alert the moment her eyes opened. Whatever was clouding her mind yesterday had lifted. She had a plan, and her mind was more than ready to help her begin what she needed.

She sat up in bed and scratched down her arms.

Glancing over at her arms, she could see the bumps that had formed after a whole night of scratching. Her upper arms were especially cooperative, it was bright red and the rashes were beginning to spread up her shoulders.

Another hot shower would make it worse.

She got off the bed and moved to the bookshelf over at the corner of the room. Since everything was arranged exactly as her original bedroom, she reached for the book she had in mind and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.

She flipped through the pages and grinned when it was exactly the same edition. The string binding of that particular edition would allow her to tear a page off without leaving any telltale sign.

Unless Daniel was going to check each page number, he wouldn’t know what she’d done.

Placing the book on the vanity table beside the sink, she reached for her eyebrow pencil and rubbed the edges along the side of the paper that she had no intention of using. Once it was sharp enough, she set it aside and folded the paper.

She pinched the paper with her nails and went over the line several times before slowly splitting the paper into a smaller piece that she could easily hide. She quietly tore up the rest of the paper and dumped them into the toilet bowl.

Retrieving the pencil, she wrote down her name, added all the instructions that she had chanted over and over again in her head, and the amount of time Daniel had driven.

It wasn’t much, but it was everything she knew.

She tightened the grip on the pencil and tried to use the edge to make the letters thinner. The softness of the eyebrow pencil wasn’t exactly meant for writing. Each time she tried to control her handwriting, aiming to make it smaller, a part of the pencil would break off.

She put down the pencil and shook the tension from her hand before continuing. She blew away the broken lead and wrote again, squeezing the letters and words as closely as she could.

Two story house, brownish walls, gray roof, white window grills. Trees around, no neighbors.

Lastly, she sent a message using a method Andrew had taught her when they were young. That way, he’d know the message was from her.

When she was done, she flushed the toilet and watched to make sure that all the paper went down.

Then all she had to do was to step into another way too hot shower and let her sensitive skin get to work.

The moment she stepped out of the shower, she began perspiring. She wiped away the sweat on her forehead and the fog on the mirror. She got ready as per usual and picked out the thinnest cardigan she had in the wardrobe. 

Though her sensitive skin never allowed her to stay too long in the sun without getting a bad reaction, she couldn’t tolerate cold either. All her sweaters were thick and unsuitable for her pretense.

She pulled on the thin cashmere sweater; an impulse buy. She’d loved the design so much and had somehow convinced herself that for some miraculous reason, her skin would be able to withstand the scratchy material.

She had only worn it once, and on that one occasion, she couldn’t even keep it on throughout the day. Just an hour into wearing it, she’d taken it off and her skin was red even without her scratching.

Cringing, she arched her shoulders back and stretched her neck at how rough the material was against her skin. Endure. She straightened her back and opened the door.

“Good morning, dear.”

“Morning.” She smiled at him even as her legs froze right by the door.

“Did you sleep well?”

She dropped the smile she’d conjured and fidgeted. “Yeah,” she said after a moment’s pause.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she quickly answered. She saw his brows furrowing for a moment and couldn’t help her inner self from jumping with excitement.

“You’re unhappy about being here, aren’t you? You’re thinking of a way to leave.” Daniel took a step toward her and shoved her against the wall. “We’re meant to be together. I’ve already overlooked your indiscretion with the construction guy! I won’t let you leave me.”

In the split second when the back of her head hit the wall, she forgot her plan. One of her hands reached up to the point of impact as her blood boiled.

She huffed and looked away, forgetting who she was dealing with.

Pulling her hand from her head, she checked her fingers to make sure there wasn’t any blood. Then, she threw her hands in the air and said, “If you don’t trust me at all, why did you bring me here? For you to yell at? For you to shove around simply because I was slow in answering your question?”

Daniel stared at her, dumbfounded.

“You know everything about me? Then you should’ve known that I can’t stand wearing new clothes or sleeping on new sheets unless they have been washed at least twice.” She was impressed with how well she was lying.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” he muttered under his breath, “but you shouldn’t have left!”

The sudden yell startled her, but she wasn’t going to hand this fight over so easily.

She shouldn’t have lost control. She should have enough common sense to know that agitation and insanity wasn’t a good combination.

But now that she had, there was no turning back.

“Is this how things are going to be? Each time something is wrong, you’re going to remind me of that?” she retorted. “You want to know why I was distracted?” She pulled off part of her cardigan, showing him the bright red bumps and scratches from her own nails.

Again, Daniel fell silent.

“So, here’s your honest answer. No, I didn’t sleep well. And I think I need a doctor before I scratched out my skin.” She paused, taking a breath. “But I know you won’t trust me. I know you’d think I’m up to something. That was why I changed my mind and told you that I slept well.”

“What happened? You were fine yesterday.” Daniel took a step closer, reaching his arms toward her.

She slapped his arms away. “Forget it.” She pulled her cardigan back on.

“Wait, I’m sorry,” Daniel said. “I shouldn’t have pushed you, I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” He took her hand and pulled her into his arms.

Ugh! As if the uncomfortable material of her cardigan weren’t enough, he had to put his arms over her and rub the prickly material against her skin.

Then there was the smell. 

Paige tightening her jaws and held her breath. She couldn’t stand the smell of him. It wasn’t that he was pungent, he had clearly just taken a bath, but she just couldn’t stand the smell from him.

She stood, frozen in his arms, standing for as long as she could without breathing. She took a step back when she ran out of breath. “Forget it, let’s just get something to eat. I’ll bear with it.”

“No, don’t you need to take some medicine to stop yourself from scratching?”

She hadn’t banked on him knowing that. “And you’ll let me see a doctor?”

“Of course, sweetheart. I know you can’t stand itch. We’ll eat something, then I’ll take you to the doctor.”

Perfect. “Okay,” she said softly, making sure her face didn’t give away any emotions.

She trotted down the steps behind Daniel, trying to get her mind off how uncomfortable she was feeling. She stretched her neck and pulled on the material around her shoulder. 

“Isn’t there another sweater you can wear?”

“The rest is too thick; it’s going to make my rashes worse.”

“Then we’ll get some later.”

Her lips curled. She couldn’t believe how well things were going. “Thanks.”

Nothing went as planned, but she did meet her objective.

At breakfast, she ate quietly as he rattled on about their wedding. He was going to get his suit made and was searching for places they could go for their honeymoon.

She nodded at everything he said, consciously checking that she was still smiling throughout it all. But when he turned the questions toward her, she couldn’t answer him.

Where would she like the wedding? Where would she like to go on a honeymoon? Nowhere.

She didn’t want a wedding, not with him. She couldn’t even bring herself to lie, to say something to patronize him. 

“What’s wrong? Are you still angry?” 

Again, the relaxed look in his eyes vanished in an instant and a look of wild frenzy rushed into his eyes. 

“I forgave you over your indiscretion, you can’t do the same for me?” He pushed his chair back and stood, then began pacing beside her chair. “I shouldn’t have pushed you, I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” He began slapping his palm against his forehead. “But you, you left, you moved in with him.”

That line of topic wasn’t safe.

She stood and stepped in front of him. “Daniel,” she said gently.

“Did you sleep with him?” he bellowed.

Her eyes flew open at his sudden explosion. She took a step back, but his fingers were digging into her shoulders. 

“Did you?” he shook her.

This time, she managed to suppress her anger.

“No,” she answered calmly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you an answer. All I can think about is how I want to scratch my skin raw.”

There was silence for a moment as Daniel stared at her.

She looked back at him, unflinching. She couldn’t back down now. 

After a moment, she finally said, “I think I should return to my room.”

“No, no. Finish your breakfast and we’ll do something about your rashes.” He returned to his seat as though nothing had happened.

Following his cue, Paige sat and continued eating.

It was difficult to force food down her throat. She had no appetite for anything, but when the chance for her to run came, she’d need the energy.

While she ate, he moved over to switch on the television, turning to a news channel. Then, he returned and had his breakfast, periodically looking up at the TV.

She was glad his attention was otherwise occupied. Daniel’s mood swings were chilling, and having to react appropriately to them were exhausting. The day had just started, and she had already dealt with two outbursts. 

The thought on the rest of the day only drained more energy out of her.

Stuffing another mouthful of cereal into her mouth, she slummed back against the chair. 

“What’s wrong?”

She rolled her eyes before she could stop herself, then quickly added, “I’m tired. I didn’t sleep well last night, and the rashes are really irritating. And this cardigan.” She sighed, pushing her shoulders back. “It’s making the rashes worse.”

She prayed her answer was enough. His ‘what’s wrong’ tended to be a prelude to his outbursts. Outbursts that she didn’t have the strength to handle at the moment.

Watching his eyes for any sign of displeasure or derangement, she sighed quietly when he gave her a smile.

“We’ll talk about the wedding when we get back later, when you’re feeling better. Done?”

She nodded. Taking both their bowls, she went over to wash them by the sink.

“I got it.” Daniel hurried over. “Let’s try to avoid doing anything that would aggravate your rashes.”

Paige allowed him to take over the washing and returned to her seat. She had just sat down when she noticed Daniel taking a glimpse of her as he looked over his shoulder. She straightened and wanted to prepare for whatever questions he would have for her.

Thankfully, she got some reprieve as they left the house and he drove them out of the isolated world he had trapped her in. 

As subtly as she could, she memorized the way out. It was much further than the five miles she was used to, but God made adrenaline to overcome things like these.

She watched as shops and people emerged, but Daniel continued driving along without any reaction.

“I think you’re passing where we’re supposed to go.”

“I’m driving you to a better doctor.”

All the feign smiling she’d learned from work came in handy.

Smiling sweetly, she nodded while wondering if he thought she was eight.

He didn’t want to drive her some place near so that even if she did get help, the police wouldn’t be able to locate them easily.

She didn’t dare to take a good look out at where they were driving past, but she didn’t catch the Scoops signboard she saw last night.

When they got to the clinic, Daniel told her to take a seat while he handled the registration.

She spent a moment trying to come up with an excuse to hang around and maybe take a peek at the address he was going to write. But there wasn’t really a point.

There was no way he would put their real address and he might suspect she was up to something.

So, she behaved. She didn’t protest when Daniel followed her into the doctor’s office. She answered the doctor’s question and kept a smile on her.

She behaved as they picked up the medication from the pharmacy and behaved when they went for lunch. She chatted with him and acted as casually as she could.

She still fidgeted here and there because of her sweater. She didn’t have to act out how uncomfortable she was, she genuinely wanted to tear her sweater and skin off. 

Eventually, she got to go shopping.

Paige went to several stores. Though her eyes were on the clothes, she was paying careful attention to the sales staff. She hadn’t said much to any of them, but she was looking for someone who was smart enough to react appropriately and brave enough to help.

She ran her hand down several cardigans, pretending to judge its material before shaking her head at Daniel. 

“Sorry I’m taking so long.”

“Don’t worry about it, I want you to get one that won’t irritate your skin.”

She smiled sweetly at him and moved on to the next clothing store. A few times while shopping, she noticed herself chewing on her inner cheeks between her teeth. Once she realized what she was doing, she made herself stop and resumed her smile.

Pushing the glass door framed with wooden panels, the bells on the door rang as she stepped into the clean and spacious store. The space relaxed her.

The racks weren’t overstuffed with clothes, and the lady in the store greeted her with a warm, affable smile instead of texting away on the phone. 

“Hi, can I help you with anything?”

Paige scanned the place and answered, “I’m looking for a cardigan, something thin and comfortable.”

“You may want to look at this.” The lady led her over to a rack and took up a hanger with an off-white cardigan. “All our items are made of 100% cotton, so it’s soft and comfortable. And we don’t use the harsh bleaching chemicals. That’s why the cardigan isn’t completely white.”

“Aah, it is soft,” Paige said, dropping her hand from the cardigan’s sleeve and turning back to the rack. She needed to get into the changing room.

Her eyes searched the store.

Reaching over to the rack, she picked up a pastel yellow, three-quarter sleeve top.

“Would you like to try that, too? We don’t use chemical dyes. All the colored items are dyed using natural elements.”

“Can I try this?” she asked Daniel.

“Yes,” Daniel said from behind her.

Though she wasn’t in handcuffs, she was still clearly held captive. Daniel hovered close to her and held on to one of her hands at all time.

“Really?” She beamed at Daniel.

“Yeah.”

“The changing room is over there.”

With the clothes over her arms, Paige twirled the ring around her finger while she tried to keep the muscles on her face as relaxed as possible. A chill was once again invading her skin, conquering more area with each second.

She hastened her steps and closed the door behind her, remembering to flash a smile at Daniel before shutting it. 

Once she slot the metal lock into place, she stepped back and leaned against the mirror. Burying her face in her hands, she breathed in and out heavily for a moment, then ran her hands through her hair. 

There was no time to waste.

Slapping her cheeks lightly to get some color into her pale skin, She reached into her bra and took out the piece of paper she’d prepared that morning.

She folded the paper into the smallest piece she could manage.

Lord, please. Please let this work.

Checking the size of the top, she stretched it a little, took another few deep breaths, then opened the door and asked the lady if they had a smaller size.

As she handed the top over to the lady, Daniel’s hand stretched forward and intercepted it. He lifted up the top, checking through the front and back. When he was done, he gave the top a little shake before handing it over to the lady.

Several times, while Daniel was checking the top, the sales lady had turned to her with a frown, clearly confused with what was going on.

Paige had sneaked a peek at the sales lady, but she didn’t dare to give any reaction. She froze up and waited.

The only thing she could do was to clench her hands, her thumb pressing her ring into her index finger. 

When Daniel finally turned to her with a smile, again behaving as if the moment before hadn’t happened, Paige could finally breathe. 

The sales lady turned and went back to the rack, picking up a light green colored top of the same design. “Do you mind trying the size first? If it fits, I’ll get you a new piece from behind.” She handed it over to Paige, her eyes widening slightly.

 Paige made sure she purse her lips together into a disappointed thin lip smile before she closed the door. She thanked God that she was as paranoid as he was, and thanked God for women’s intuition.

She checked the piece of paper she had stuck between her ring and her finger. “This is great,” she muttered and stepped out of the changing room. “This fits perfectly.” Paige held the clothes out toward the sales lady, but the lady only reached out for it when Daniel turned away.

He had registered her disappointment.

Taking that few seconds, she slipped the note out and handed it to the sales lady with the wildest look she could achieve.

The lady took her note and slipped it into her pocket just as Daniel turned around.

“Do you like this color? Or do you still prefer it in yellow?”

“Yellow, please.”

“All right, give me a minute.” The lady disappeared into the back. 

Paige strolled around the shop, confident that she’d made the right choice. 

The lady didn’t panic and reacted quickly when she received the note. But she was taking too long a time in the back. 

“Why is she taking so long?” Daniel suddenly asked. 

“I don’t know,” Paige answered without looking at Daniel, turning her attention to the rest of the items in the store. “She probably can’t find the top.” She paused, then swiveled around to face him. “Do you want to check up on her?”

“Here you go! I’m so sorry, my business partner is such a mess. Each time she goes back there, everything gets moved around.” She grinned brightly at them. “Would you like to check it first?”

“Nope, I’m sure it’s fine,” Paige said. Her fingers were still trembling.

“Let me check that for you.” The lady reached over to take the top she had just handed Paige.

“She said it’s fine; pack it up,” Daniel interrupted.

Please remain composed.

“Sure. I’m sorry if I seem pushy. My husband says sometimes I’m too friendly. I’m working on it. Do the two of you live around here? We’re thinking of a new membership—”

“No,” Daniel said curtly.

Paige gave Daniel a nudge, hoping to make it look as if he was being rude. “We drove a bit to get here.”

“Oh, I love chance meetings. I’m Sandra, by the way.” She stretched her hand over to Paige as the bill printed.

Taking her hand, Paige nodded with a smile. “Paige, and he’s Daniel.”

“It will be $78. If you were to sign up the membership with us, you’ll get a 10% discount on the spot,” Sandra teased. 

Paige got what Sandra was doing. She’d probably called the cops while she was at the back of the store; that was why she took so long.

But it was getting rather obvious and Paige didn’t want Daniel to have one of his outbursts. He’d made it clear enough that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her.

But he didn’t bring his gun out with him. It was still in the compartment by the car’s door.

“Just pack it up.”

She forced a smile as Daniel paid and took the paper bag that Sandra had placed the cardigan and top into.

Sandra hesitated for a moment. “All right. Have a good day ahead.”

“Thank you, Sandra.” Once out of the store, Paige quickly continued talking, “I can’t wait to get home and wash these.”

“And take your medicine.”

“Yes. If it isn’t for those pills, I don’t think I’ll have much skin left.” She scanned the streets and wondered if she should drag out the time by asking to get a cup of coffee or something.

Perhaps that way, the police could find her. Perhaps there wasn’t a need for the instructions she’d written. Perhaps she could even make a run for it right now.

She could run back to Sandra’s store and the two of them could barricade themselves inside, but she doubted the glass door was bulletproof.

Then there was the chance that he could grab her and force her back into the car. 

She tried weighing the risks, then gave it further thoughts. She had one chance; she had to do it right.

Before she could make up her mind, she was standing in front of Daniel’s car. 

Still holding onto her hand, he half-dragged her over to the passenger side and opened the door. 

“Paige, get in,” Daniel moved his hand up and wrapped his finger tightly across her elbow, pushing her in.

Scanning the area again, she swallowed and entered the car. The police was nowhere in sight, and it was too late to run now.
  



















Chapter Twenty Six




If he hadn’t seen it himself, if anyone had told him, Justin wouldn’t believe the number of sex offenders who skip out on their parole. For one whole night, he and Andrew had been going through mug shots, flipping through pages after pages of sex offenders.

At first, Justin was confident he could recognize the fake Daniel even if there were changes to his appearance. But after a couple of pages, his eyes were getting dry and the faces were beginning to look alike.

By the time the sun was up, he was seeing double.

Mr. Seymour had dropped in on them with coffee and sandwiches and stayed to help. Justin would occasionally reach for the coffee, but he didn’t have any appetite to eat.

Stretching his back, he took another sip of coffee, only to find the cup empty.

He set the cup down and sighed.

What was the point of going through all these names? There was no way fake Daniel would buy the house under his real name. 

He ran his hand through his hair.

God, help. 

Andrew’s phone rang at the same moment. All their heads snapped toward Andrew as he picked up the call. “Shawn, you’re on speaker.”

“After all these years, Paige is still the smartest girl I know. Someone reported a possible kidnap of a Paige Watson. There’s a note with some directions on it, I’ll forward you the picture. I’m getting my tech to run the directions she gave and see if we can find anything.”

Justin broke into a grin. She’s fine.

“Who reported it?”

“A shop owner. Paige dropped in with a guy beside her. The guy was behaving quite strangely, then Paige secretly handed her the note. The shop owner called the cops and tried to keep them around in the store.”

“Security footage?”

“They don’t have that. My tech is looking at traffic cameras around the area. Maybe we’ll get lucky. I’ll get back to you when he gets something.”

Andrew turned off the speaker. Almost instantly, a text message came in.

Andrew took a glance at it and grinned, shaking his head.

“What?” Justin shifted to peer over at the phone.

“I used to be obsessed with spy books; codes and all. And I used to pass notes to Paige with all the different styles of codes I learned,” Andrew said. “Look at the dots under the letters. It spells out ‘I am fine’.”

“So it’s definitely from her. And the directions. The game you guys used to play with your dad.”

Andrew nodded. 

“There can’t be so many Scoops ice cream near a Walmart,” Justin commented, excited that they had something else to go on.

“We’ll need more than that to pinpoint a location,” Detective Linden stated. “Anything other secret codes on the note?”

Andrew shook his head.

Justin raked his memories, thinking about the letters from the stalker. “He started talking about their future together around six months ago. Is it possible to crosscheck houses sold around that time with Paige’s description?”

“And how are you going to do that?” Mr. Seymour asked.

“Google map’s street view.” Justin noticed Mr. Seymour’s brows puckering, but he waved it off before Justin had to explain.

Andrew pushed his phone over after reading another text on his phone. “The address of the shop. You go, I’ll stay and check the houses against Paige’s description. Leave me your map, I’ll eliminate those areas that didn’t fit our criteria.”

Justin arched a brow. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not superman. My prosthetic is giving me problem, I’m going to be more of a burden than help.”

Justin took down the address and stood, pushing the map over to Andrew.

“You didn’t get any sleep last night, I’m driving,” Mr. Seymour commanded as he stood along with him.

He appreciated Mr. Seymour’s concern, but he also knew Mr. Seymour’s style of driving.

“Mr. Sey—”

“No arguing.”

He shrugged. He was too exhausted to argue. Thank you, Jesus. Please keep her safe.

He was just about to step out of the room when he heard the same voice from before. Why was he in her house? What was the point?

He wasn’t sure. Right now, he was only concerned with heading over to the shop.

They left the police department and got into Mr. Seymour’s car. Justin sighed softly, leaning his head lazily against the hand that he’d propped against the window.

Once they turned out from his street, Justin heard the engine getting louder as Mr. Seymour slammed on the gas.

Mr. Seymour turned to Justin with a quick flicker of his brows. “Celia nags the whole day if I drive anything above the speed limit. But I think we can make an exception this time.”

Justin laughed, dropping his hand from the window. Though he had thought it was a terrible idea, he was glad he hadn’t argued with Mr. Seymour. 

He was tired. 

The moment he hit the headrest, his lids dropped halfway down his eyes. He straightened and looked out of the window, but his head always found a resting place and his eyelids would, again, get too heavy for him to control.

Eventually, he gave in after shooting another prayer. Lord, please let us find her today. 




The whole ride back was filled with silence. Neither Paige nor Daniel spoke, neither tried to turn on the stereo.

The silence didn’t frighten Paige. All the acting and the worry were really draining. Being silent meant she didn’t have to pretend.

Her concern was with how rigid Daniel was sitting, how his jaws seemed clenched, and his eyes set determinedly on the road ahead.

Paige sighed softly. 

He was probably mulling something in his head.

The wise thing to do now would be to start guessing what it was and how to deal with it. She had fought him twice that morning, perhaps it was time for another tactic.

Lord, give me ten seconds. Let me rest for ten seconds.

She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. 

Rest. I won’t let him hurt you.

She couldn’t believe it. When she woke up, the car was slowing to a stop right outside her new prison. This isn’t good. She shouldn’t have closed her eyes.

She unbuckled her seat belt and waved the brown bag in her hand. “Thanks for this. I love it,” she said, hoping it’d distract him long enough for her to figure out the best way to react to an outburst that was bound to explode once they got inside the jail.

Daniel kept quiet, his eyes still staring out the windshield.

“I’ll wash it once we get home so I can wear it after that. I love the shop’s concept. It’s created for people like me. Pure cotton, no chemical bleach or dyes. If I weren’t worried about the dust, I’d probably wear it now,” she chirped.

Her smile remained despite Daniel’s refusal to speak.

Turning to Daniel, she blinked and asked innocently, “Are you upset about something? You don’t like this top?”

“You were awfully chatty with the saleslady. Were you hoping to escape with her help? Telling her that we drove a while to get there, not wanting to get into the car.”

“Daniel, I don’t want to fight with you. But everything I do seemed to be wrong in your eyes. I was chatty because she seemed suspicious of us, especially after you checked the clothes when I tried handing it to her. I was trying to smooth things over. As for escaping, you checked the clothes. You should’ve checked it the second time, too. Then I don’t have to listen to your accusations.”

“Then why the delay by the door? You clearly didn’t want to leave.”

“I was looking around to see if there’s anything else we need to get. I didn’t want you to have to drive all the way home then drive out all the way out there again because I suddenly remember that I need something.”

Daniel fell silent again, but the taunt line in his cheeks disappeared.

She didn’t know how the words came to her. Thank you, Jesus. It could only be Him.

Daniel smiled and took the bag from her even as he reached into the side compartment for his gun. But he merely slot it behind him instead of pointing it at Paige.

You aced it, Lord.

Paige didn’t wait for him to open her side of the door. She got out along with him and moved toward him, circling her arm around his.

“I’ll wash this for you. Do you want to get some rest?” 

She shook her head. “Why don’t you put it to wash while I choose a movie for us to watch? Or is there anything you need to do?”

“No, my time is all yours.”

She forced a smile while she played with the ring on her finger. She strolled into the house alongside Daniel as if it was truly her home and settled on the couch. “We should’ve bought ice cream.”

“Do you want some?”

“Nah, it’s fine. I have to take the medicine anyway. Shouldn’t mix junk food with medicine.” She reached for the remote control and was about to turn on the TV when she felt the unrest. 

She didn’t know what was wrong, but she didn’t feel comfortable with switching on the television around Daniel. She stared at the black TV screen and realized what he was watching that morning.

Daniel wasn’t interested in the news. He was checking if there were any news about her, or them.

Now that Sandra had called the police, there was a chance that the press had gotten hold of the news. With her thumb hovering above the power button, she flashed Daniel the sweetest smile she could conjure. “Would you get a glass of water for me? So that I can take the medicine?”

“Of course.”

As Daniel headed into the kitchen, she switched on the TV while her thumb feverishly attacked the volume down button, then scanned to a channel showing some reality program. She doubted news would be shown on such channels.

At ease, she continued to look for a movie she could watch. She skipped all the romance films and horror flicks, eventually picking the Inception movie.

When Daniel returned, she took the medicine while he placed the clothes into the washing machine. 

Though he’d left her alone on the couch without the handcuffs or any warning, she didn’t dare to relax her facade. Maybe she was being paranoid, but she couldn’t help thinking that he was constantly turning over to look at her.

Her paranoid kept her from putting the note in the top as she handed it to the Sandra and that had saved her from Daniel’s unfathomable reaction. 

Pulling her legs up on the couch, her eyes wondered over to the rest of the house and landed on the photo frames on the various shelves. Immediately, she directed her eyes back onto the TV, reading the short synopsis of the movie over and over again until Daniel came back in.

She flashed him a toothy grin and played the movie, even forcing herself to lean on his shoulder.

She detest his smell. His clothes smelled somewhat like hers, but whatever he was putting on him simply disgusted her. Closing her eyes, she thought about Justin, thought about being in his arms while they watched a movie in his house.

She would go home that day, she told herself.

She watched the rest of the movie quietly, occasionally tilting her head to the side to get some fresh air. She was careful about her movement, shifting only slightly as if she was adjusting her position to get more comfortable.

She had recently watched the movie with Justin, so she tuned out and did some simple calculations in her head.

The time taken to drive to and fro, the time spent at the doc, the time spent shopping, and the time the movie would take. If it took Daniel eight hours to drive here, Justin and Andrew would need more time; they still had to figure out where she was.

She needed to buy more time.

So after the movie, they discussed at length, each trying to debate and prove each other’s point on how the ending should be interpreted. 

The uncanny part of the discussion was how normal he behaved. He was able to state his points and back it up with evidence; nothing like the derange man she’d seen during his outbursts.

After that, Paige told him how much fun she was having and suggested watching another movie.

She had spent much of the Inception movie thinking about movies they could watch.

It had to be long, nothing romantic or scary.

Then she remembered the movie she’d watched with Drew and her mom. The three hour long movie with three parts to it. “Let’s have a Lord of the Rings marathon.” She could barely contain her excitement. She wasn’t excited to watch the movie, but she was thrilled with the time it would buy her.

Her enthusiasm got to him.

“Sure.”
  



















Chapter Twenty Seven




Why was he in her house? What was the point?

Justin opened his eyes as he felt the car slowing. He was tired and had dozed off a couple of times, but each time the car slowed or stopped for a red light, his eyes would open to see if they had reached.

Mr. Seymour had stopped beside another car and was moving his car into a parking spot.

“We’re here,” Mr. Seymour announced.

Justin glanced out at the row of shops and got out of the car even before it came to a complete stop. He walked over to the row of shops, scanning the shops’ names.

Why was he in her house? What was the point?

He stopped outside a store with large glass windows. The door was made of a large glass panel framed by wooden panels, giving it a sense of homely comfort amid the modern style.

The moment Justin gave the door a slight push, the bell on the vintage bronze handle rang and a lady jumped from her seat, snapping her head over. A man followed, then moved to stand in front of her.

Justin stepped in while the couple continued staring at him, seemingly gauging his true purpose of entering the store. “Sandra Millen?”

Her brows drew together as she shifted stiffly behind the counter. 

“And you are?” The man crossed his arms, blocking the entry toward the counter.

“Justin Doyle. I’m Paige’s boyfriend.”

Sandra Millen’s frown grew more prominent.

Justin turned the screen of his phone over toward Sandra Millen, showing her a picture of them together; a picture they’d taken on their day trip to Lion’s park.

Sandra Millen nodded slowly, then placed her hand on the man. “It’s all right, dear,” she said. “This is my husband. He came over after I told him what happened.”

“How is she?” Justin asked, moving forward just as the lady walked out from behind the counter.

“She seemed fine. I don’t know, she seemed to be holding it together. The only time she showed any sign of freaking out was when she handed me the note.”

“Was she hurt? Did she have any visible wounds or—”

“She seemed fine,” Sandra assured. “She was wearing a cardigan, but she didn’t look like she was hurt.”

“Did she say anything about where she is?”

Paige had tried memorizing the way toward where she was, she could have left some more clues.

“I told the police everything. The only thing she mentioned was that they drove a while to get here.”

“She was in the changing room, right? Has anyone else been in there? Can I take a look?”

Sandra strode toward a wooden door, saying, “The police checked it, but they didn’t find anything.” Pushing the door aside, she stepped away so that Justin could take a look. “I tried getting her to stay, but maybe I was being too obvious.”

He looked around for any note, checking even the edge of the mirror to make sure he didn’t missed anything. He stepped out of the changing room and his eyes swept through the store.

He moved over to a poster with information about the store’s product and couldn’t help his lips from curling. “She’ll love the things in your store. She’s sensitive skin and love all these natural products.”

He closed his eyes and ran his hand through his hair.

“Really? I thought she was acting.” Sandra Millen went over to a rack and lifted up a light yellow top. “She bought this, and a white cardigan.”

“Seems like something she’d wear.”

She cracked a small smile. “I asked her if she wanted it in green, you should’ve seen her reaction.”

“That’s the only other color you have?”

“No, there’s white and light pink.”

“Wrap them up, along with the yellow she bought.”

“Do you want to choose some other designs?”

“No.” He sighed and smiled at Paige’s quirkiness. “She buys things like that. She’s an extremely efficient shopper.”

Sandra’s husband walked over to her and held her in his arms. 

“She was so brave. Really. She was composed, and she looked like someone with a plan.”

“Thanks,” he said before paying for the clothes and left. 

He got back into the car and sat quietly. Mr. Seymour had wound the window down, allowing some of the wind to get in. The weather was warmer than usual and the breeze didn’t help in alleviating the heat, but he needed it.

Having the rush of breeze against his face reminded him to breathe instead of getting weighed down by the heaviness in his heart.

Justin didn’t know what they could do now.

“Why don’t you get some more rest?”

Though he’d gone in and out of sleep, he was wide awake now. He closed his eyes as another breeze went by. It was so warm that day, why was Paige wearing a cardigan? “Her skin, she set off her rashes on purpose. In order to get us that note.”

“It worked.”

Why was he in her house? What was the point?

He groaned, then shook his head when he caught Mr. Seymour observing him with his raised brows. 

Those two questions kept surfacing in his mind. I don’t know, Lord. Tell me.

He wants to prepare a house for her. He wants her to like it.

Then the light bulbs went off.

He leaned forward, one hand on his knee while the other reached into his pocket for his phone. He called Andrew and said once the call went through, “Back in New York, did she use to record down her expenses and all?”

“Yeah, she’s been doing that since she started receiving her allowance on a monthly basis.”

“I once saw her transferring those records onto her computer.”

“She did that, too.”

Justin laughed. “Pottery Barn. She said she bought some furniture for her house from Pottery Barn. He’ll want her to like the house, that’s why he broke in.”

“What?”

“To see what she has inside her house and buy the same items for the new house,” Detective Linden said, equally thrilled.

“With Paige’s receipts, you’ll know what she bought for her house. There’s no way he’s buying and delivering the furniture on his own.”

“We just need to match it to an address that bought all that stuff,” Andrew concluded. “We’ll get back to you.”

He rubbed his palms together and steepled his fingers.

“You seem confident.”

“It’s a God-sent clue, can’t go wrong.”

He couldn’t stay seated. He got out of the car, pacing.

When his phone finally rang, he answered it, already knowing there was a match.

“We got it, the police are on their way. I’ll text you the address.”

Justin grinned as his fist curled, pumping into the air. This whole fiasco would be over soon and Paige would be back with them. He got back into the car and gave Mr. Seymour the address.

While turning on the engine, Mr. Seymour asked, “Do you have your gun with you?”

He grimaced. He’d given his to Paige and it was probably in her handbag back at his house. “Please tell me you have yours.”

Mr. Seymour grinned and pushed his shirt aside, revealing a black pistol. “I have another in the trunk.”

“Perfect.”




Paige sat up straight and stretched her back as the credits for the first Lord of the Rings began rolling.

It’s time.

“Do you want to get some rest? You seem tired.”

“It’s the medicine; it’s making me a little drowsy.” She shifted herself away from Daniel and turned to him. “Which of our rooms will we be changing to the master bedroom after we get married?”

“Why don’t you decide?” 

Paige could see that her question pleased him.

She nodded, her focus moving toward the window as she pretended to be thinking through the question. After a moment, she finally gathered her courage and asked her intended question, “What about the garden? Can we plant some lavender or something? I don’t know much about plants, but I love the scent of lavender.”

He grinned at her, nodding.

Hopping to her feet, she returned his grin and asked, “Can we see the garden? Do we have one in the backyard? Imagine how nice the house will smell when the lavender is blooming.” She widened her smile and stretched both her hands out toward Daniel.

Her lower jaw trembled from the ache of holding her smile, and she forgot how to breathe.

She dropped her hand when Daniel didn’t reach out for her. Voices screamed in her head, telling her how her plan had failed and how she was going to die for it.

Personally, based on all the things Daniel had written in the letters, based on how he had behaved, she would prefer death to whatever Daniel could do to her.

Her smile faded, allowing her jaws to get some rest. She couldn’t give up now, she’d played his game all morning. 

I’ve never failed a test. I’m not going to fail this. “You don’t want me to go outside,” she mumbled. “It’s all right, I’m tired anyway. I think I’ll take a nap in my room,” she said softly, purposely looking away from him.

She only realized the problem after a moment.

She couldn’t leave Daniel alone, not now. If he were to turn on the TV and find some news about her, he’d find out what she had done at the store. She pressed her lips into a thin line, her thumb rubbing against the ring on her index finger.

Taking in a deep breath, she tried calming herself down. There’s a way, there’s always a way.

But she couldn’t think of any. She’d backed herself into a corner. So she did the last thing she could. Jesus…

She couldn’t remember any bible phrases now. 

Daniel reached under the coffee table and pulled out a gun. 

She drew in another sharp breath, this time, involuntarily.

But instead of pointing the gun at her, he slipped it behind him and took her hand. He led her out the front door, his hand firmly gripping onto hers.

Though he had led her out, he didn’t give her any shoes. She walked around barefooted, carefully stepping over the twigs and anything she suspected would hurt her feet.

She took her time, taking small, tentative steps. She didn’t dare to complain or ask for her shoes. 

Daniel was probably still judging if the decision to let her out of the house was a right one, and she didn’t want to do anything that would get her hauled back.

“Oh, this would make a great spot for the lavender. We can find another plant with white flowers. It’d make the whole place look so pretty. What do you think about roses?” She turned to him, then pointed to an area nearer to the house. “We can plant a row of it there.”

“Won’t the scent clash? I thought you love the smell of lavender.”

“I don’t think roses have much scent. I heard it takes three roses to get a drop of rose oil. Unless we’ve a lot of them, I don’t think it’ll make a difference.” Taking another few slow steps, she jumped over a few twigs and turned back to face the house. 

She scanned the area. “We can plant a lot of stuff, but we should definitely plan. Otherwise, we might end up with colors that clash.” She took a step to the side, purposely stepping into the small ditch with the darker shade of grass.

She leaned precariously to the side and screamed as her ankle gave way.

A sickening crack of her bone startled Daniel as he tightened his grip on her, pulling her straight. 

Paige lifted her right leg and reached for her ankle with a deeply etched frown. “My ankle,” she moaned.

Releasing her hand, Daniel moved and bent over her ankle.

Her skin on the outer area of her ankle was red and there was a sharp pain shooting up her leg. She clenched down on her jaws and dropped her leg. 

Daniel got on one knee and examined her ankle, gently lifting it onto his knee.

With a deep breath, her heart racing, she raised her leg, kneeing Daniel in the nose.

The pain in her ankle hadn’t fully subsided yet, but it’d pass.

As Daniel fell back against the floor, she caught a glimpse of bright red blood flowing from his nose before sprinting out the direction where the car drove in.

She kept her head straight, her eyes staring ahead as she sprinted through the woods. Everything around her seemed to fade as her mind focused on the directions she had to keep while avoiding the trees. 

Behind her, a loud ‘boom’ rang.

She ducked her head, her shoulders and arms flinched up to her ears in reaction.

But she kept running.

Statistically, there was a good chance that she wouldn’t be hit by the bullet as she ran. Even if she were hit, it probably wouldn’t be a vital organ. 

She wasn’t sure if that statistic was actually in her favor. If she got shot and could no longer run, she’d wish for it to be a vital organ.

Shaking that thought out of her head, she swerved to the side and ran out toward the road.

She had headed in the directions of the trees for some form of shield against the bullet, but she couldn’t stay in that path for too long or she might get lost.

Regulating her breathing, she widened her strides and kept pushing forward like she did each morning during her run.

Another loud shot caused her to instinctively arched her shoulders forward and bring her head in. But even as she did that, she noticed a piece of the tree bark chipping off right before her. 

Keep moving, it won’t hit you. 
  



















Chapter Twenty Eight




“Turn left here,” Justin stated while his eyes remained on the Google map application.

Mr. Seymour turned into the street, and Justin noticed the drop in volume of the car’s engine.

On the highway, Mr. Seymour had driven as fast as he could, cutting cars that were moving too slow for them, changing lanes just so they could push that little faster toward where Paige was held. 

Justin hadn’t rushed him. Mr. Seymour probably didn’t want Paige to be in Daniel’s hand for another second longer than she had to.

Once they were over the turn, Mr. Seymour sped up, following the Justin’s instructions through several windings. Halfway through, Justin noticed the pointer on the speedometer dropping lower.

He was about to hurry Mr. Seymour when he heard a muffled gunshot.

The shot sounded distant, but the muscles around Mr. Seymour’s eyes tightened as he scanned the surrounding area. The sound appeared to have triggered the soldier in him. 

Keeping one hand on the steering wheel, Mr. Seymour took out his gun and passed it to Justin.

“Slow down,” Justin told Mr. Seymour. If fake Daniel was the one shooting, it could be because Paige had made a run for it. He quickly pulled out the gun’s magazine to ensure that it was loaded.

Staring out, Justin watched for any movements in the woods while Mr. Seymour further slowed the car.

“Stop!” Justin shouted when he saw a silhouette dashing toward their car. Holding out his elbow, he braced for the impact of the sudden brake.

He looked up from the dashboard as he heard a thump on the front of the car and found a wide pair of eyes staring back at him. “Paige!”

The shock and fear melted from her face as Justin pushed his door open.

Just as he got outside, he heard another shot.

He bent down behind the door just as the windshield shattered. His head snapped toward the noise, then peered over at where Paige was standing. “Stay down!” he shouted.

He couldn’t see her, but there wasn’t any blood over the hood of the car.

He looked over his shoulder and back at Mr. Seymour.

“I’m fine. Get her!”

Flinging the gun back into the car, Justin hollered again, “Paige, stay down!”

Mr. Seymour pumped two shots from his gun, giving Justin some cover as he ran toward Paige. 

He looped his arm over her back and pressed her head against his chest before dragging her over to the driver side of the car.

He’d just sat Paige down safely in the car when Mr. Seymour shouted, “He’s running!”

He had to end this today. 

“Stay here,” he instructed Paige. He took the gun from Mr. Seymour and sprinted after Daniel.

He entered the woods, pausing for a moment to listen to the loud crunching sound of dried leaves being crushed as Daniel ran. 

Three rapid shots reverberated through the woods, and the loud crunching stopped. 

Justin moved behind a tree, his arm raised and ready to take a shot while his eyes continued sweeping through the woods.

One more shot pierced through the woods, followed by several rapid shots.

The police, he thought.

Carefully, he moved toward where the gun shots were coming from. Though the crossfire seemed to have ceased, Justin was careful of where he was heading.

“Officer down! Officer down!”

Justin craned his neck when he heard the frantic voice. Lowering his arms, he hastened his steps. He stepped closer to the young officer who was keeping his hands on an older officer’s wound.

“Stop moving!” The young officer fumbled to reach for the gun when he noticed Justin.

Despite holding on to the gun, he held out his arms by his chest. “I’m Justin Doyle. You’re here for Paige Watson, right? I’m her boyfriend.” He looked over at the older officer. “Are you all right?” he asked, his eyes scanning their surroundings.

“He ran that way,” the officer said through clenched teeth. “I shot him, too.”

Justin didn’t know if he should go after Daniel or stay and help the officer.

“Go, I’ll be fine. It’s just a flesh wound.”

He nodded and was about to go after Daniel when he remembered what all this was about, or rather who, it was about. Daniel had planned all this thinking he’d be with Paige forever; he wasn’t going to run and give up everything.

Damn. He shouldn’t have left Paige and Mr. Seymour behind. He sprinted back the direction he came from, emerging from the woods and returning onto the road where the car was.

“Are you all right?” Paige got out of the car and ran toward him. 

He wrapped his arm over her shoulders but kept his eyes on their surroundings. “You need to get back inside. He’s coming for you.”

“Are you hurt? I heard the gunshots.”

Justin turned her back toward the car. “I’m fine. Stay inside.”

“Justin!”

He instinctively ducked, pulling Paige along with him, when he heard Mr. Seymour’s voice.

He pushed Paige in the car and pressed her down against the floor. “Stay down!”

Paige’s hands covered over her ears as another few shots fired toward their direction. Each time he tried to get up and catch a glimpse of Daniel’s position, shots would be directed toward them.

He heard a loud, explosive shot. Without even looking, he knew it was Mr. Seymour’s rifle.

“It’s okay.” He took his hand off Paige’s back and ran his hand through his hair.

“Damn. The gun jammed,” Mr. Seymour complained, his hand quickly dismantling the gun.

“Stay down,” Justin instructed Mr. Seymour, right before another bullet went flying into the car. This time, it went past the broken windshield and breaking the rear windshield.

The glass flew, most of it spilling out.

Justin placed his hand over Paige’s hair and tried to shield her from any of the flying glass. “It’s okay, just stay down,” he repeated.

They couldn’t sit around waiting for Daniel to ran out of bullets.

Since Justin couldn’t get up, he dropped to the ground, pressing himself to the concrete road. Between the tires and the narrow width of vision, he couldn’t see much.

He pushed his body back and again peered through the gap under the car.

This time, he finally saw Daniel’s slow, jerky movement toward them.

Wherever Daniel’s wound was, it was pretty bad. The blood stain had stretched down to his ankles, nearly touching the rim of his pants.

It was difficult to get into a good shooting position, but Daniel was getting closer.

He had to take a chance.

Releasing the safety catch, his index finger moved over the trigger and squeezed.

The first bullet missed.

Justin quickly adjusted his aim and fired a second shot before Daniel had time to retaliate.

The second shot hit Daniel in his left ankle. He collapsed onto his side, his pale face now clear to Justin. 

Daniel stared back at him with deadpan eyes; the life fading out from his eyes. Despite that, the gun in Daniel’s hand twitched. He was determined to take someone along.

Justin shifted the gun, his finger placed right beside the trigger, ready to give it another squeeze if necessary.

He didn’t want to, but if he had to put one bullet through Daniel’s head to end this whole thing, he would.

Before he had to pull the trigger, a pair of legs moved over to Daniel and kicked the gun away. 

Justin got to his feet and glowered at Mr. Seymour. “He could’ve shot you.”

“I’ve seen enough to recognize when a man is dying.”

Justin sighed softly and knelt back down, rubbing his hand on Paige’s back. “It’s all right, Paige. It’s over.”

She sat up and looked over at him, her hands still cupped tightly over her ears.

He reached over and gently pulled her hands down. “It’s over. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

She wrapped her hands behind him and buried her face in his chest.

“He can’t hurt you anymore,” he repeated, pulling her tighter against him and running his hand through her hair. “Come.” He helped Paige out of the car and pushed her hair away from her face. “Are you all right?”

They both turned their heads when they heard the sirens.

“Paige,” Justin whispered, getting her attention. “Did he hurt you?”

“No.” The word came out almost like a sigh. 

He frowned and leaned his face closer. “Are you all right?”

She nodded and stepped closer to him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I’ll go with you.”

“Hmm?”

“When the time comes that you have to leave Pine Bluffs, I’ll go with you.”

Justin lifted her off his chest and scrutinized her face. “And your job?”

“I’m not taking it. When I was in college, I used to work on accounts for people. They’d email or mail me their receipts and I’ll settle the accounts for them. It was good money, I can do that again.”

“Do you want to?”

“I want to be with you.” 

Justin bent down and kissed her. “I love you.”

She beamed at him. “I love you, too.”

He gave her a peck on her nose and looked over to Mr. Seymour who was still standing over Daniel’s body. 

“He’s gone,” Mr. Seymour said.

“You shot him?” Paige asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “The police did.” He glanced down at her feet and took his shoes off. Bending down, he slipped her feet into his shoes. They were way too big for her, but it was better than having to walk barefooted. “I know where the police officers are, should we join them?”

Mr. Seymour took another look at Daniel’s body and nodded. “You bought her something,” he said nonchalantly.

“Right.” He went over to the back seat and took out the brown paper bag, shaking the bag of any remnant glass pieces. “I’m sure you’ll like these.”

“You got my note,” she said the moment she saw the bag.

“Yeah.”

Paige looked around and asked, “Where is Andrew?”

Justin turned to her. “Don’t freak out. Daniel reversed into him and ran over his prosthetics when he tried going after you.”

Her eyes widened, and she immediately stopped.

“He’s fine,” Mr. Seymour assured. “We tried getting it back in shape, but it wasn’t too successful.” He laughed.

“We should give him a call.” Justin gave Paige his phone. “Let’s get this over with and go home.”
  



















Epilogue




Paige looked out at the runway of JFK airport and returned her attention to the photos on her phone. She grinned at the photo of Jane and herself, taken at the entrance of the American Museum of Natural History.

It had been nearly a year since her kidnap by Daniel. Turned out his name was Daniel, just not Daniel Mansell.

Daniel Shaw had two previous conviction on harassment. He’d stalked two women before her and twice, he was only made to go through psychiatric treatment.

Detective Linden had told them that if he hadn’t died, there would be someone else. People like Daniel only escalated in their obsessive behavior.

Every detail of that day was vividly etched in her mind. She remembered the paramedics arriving and pronouncing Daniel dead.

She remembered stopping by Sandra’s shop on the way back to Pine Bluffs, hugging her and thanking her for everything.

She remembered how Mrs. Seymour and her mom had paced on the porch, then running over to the car once it was within sight. And she definitely remember how the sheriff came by to apologize.

The few months after that passed in a breeze. She returned to some of the routine she’d kept; jogging every morning, having breakfast with the Seymours, and spending time with Justin whenever the both of them were free.

Andrew stayed on in Pine, and along with Travis, helped Justin complete the new houses in Cheyenne while she worked on her new accounting business. Justin taught Andrew and Travis everything he knew about flipping houses. With a little financial help from Paige, Andrew kick-started his new business. 

Taking her eyes from the whole new Jane in the picture, Paige wriggled her finger and watch the sparkles of her engagement ring and wedding ring as they caught the rays streaming in from the window. She switched off the phone, pulled down the window shade, and leaned over to give Justin a kiss.

Justin had been there for her throughout her relief and procrastination.

Though Daniel’s death had put a definite end to years of looking over her shoulders, it still took her months before she could step back into her house in New York. Justin never pushed her, he never even brought up that topic until she voiced out thoughts of selling the house.

Then, he dropped everything he was working on and went back to New York with her.

Her house being sold was the best wedding gift she received. They had gone back to New York signed the documents and paid Jane a visit.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Welcome on board our flight to Italy.”

Justin leaned over, tightened her seatbelt, and kissed her, his hand weaving into her hair and bringing her closer as he deepened his kiss. “I love you,” he whispered as he broke the kiss.

“I love you, too.”
  



















Note to Reader




Hi there!




Thanks for giving my book a chance! I hope you enjoyed reading it. 

I’ve been blessed to find a wonderful church that preaches the good news of Jesus. In recent years, I’ve been thinking of a way to do my part and forward the good news.

I understand my inadequacies in presenting God’s words, but I do hope that the message of God’s love spoke to you in this book. If I didn’t present it clear enough in my book, here is the message behind the story: 




Jesus loves you and He has a great and bright future planned for you.

No matter what situation you are in, God is there with you.

And like Joseph in the bible, when God is with you, so is success.




I may not know you personally, but one thing I know is that Jesus loves you and He is there with you. 

I’d love to hear what you think about this book. Feel free to drop me an email at the address below.




With love,




Trisha Grace

trishagracenovels@gmail.com




P.S.
Honest reviews on Goodreads and Amazon.com are always appreciated.
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Moving On

© 2012 Trisha Grace




For twenty years, Tyler Hayes had been ripped from his childhood home. After the horrific accident that took away his parents’ life, Tyler’s grandfather removed him from the mansion and sent him away. 

Now, after twenty years, his grandfather had passed away and he could finally go home. However, even in his death, Tyler’s grandfather had betrayed him once again, leaving the mansion to a woman he had never met. 

Even though Kate Mitchell had never met Tyler, she knew all about the accident that changed the Hayes’s family. What she didn’t know was how she would end up getting caught in the middle of a long estranged relationship between two different generations. 

Two complete different personalities would have to learn to get along and play nice in order to survive a will that would change their lives.







Enjoy the following excerpt from Moving On (Ghost of the Past Book 1):




Chapter 1

“After what you’ve been through with your parents and grandmother, you shouldn’t have to be here,” William Hayes said through his oxygen mask. His voice weak, soft, and wispy.

Along with a private doctor and two nurses, Kate sat in Mr. Hayes’s bedroom, watching over him. 

The king-size bed that used to be in the room had been replaced by a hospital bed. Medical equipment, measuring every aspect of his status, stood all around them. 

Holding his hand, she said softly, “Are you sure you don’t want me to call Tyler?”

William Hayes closed his eyes. A drop of tear slipped down the corner of his eye and onto the white pillow case. “It was my fault, I abandoned him.”

Kate pulled a piece of tissue and dabbed away his tears. “It isn’t important now, don’t worry about it. Someday, someday he’ll understand.”

A series of coughs reverberated through William Hayes’s fragile frame, and his wrinkled hand flew to his chest, clutching it. Kate quickly moved aside as the doctor and nurses rushed forward to attend to him. When his coughing fit ceased, his trembling hand reached between them. Everyone immediately stepped aside for Kate.

Kate cupped her hands over his. “I’m here.”

He pulled down his oxygen mask as she leaned in. “Help me to…to help him.” His weak voice was barely audible, but Kate knew who he was referring to. 

The one regret that he couldn’t mend in time. 

She didn’t know how she could help him, but nodded anyway. 

Mr. Hayes was a good man, he deserved to go in peace. 

Her lips curled as she remembered the first time she met him at the elderly home where her grandmother was staying. The elderly home where she visited at least three times a week.

She was surprised to walk into the ward and find her grandmother dancing away with Mr. Hayes. A much healthier Mr. Hayes.

His white hair was combed back and he wore a checkered button-down shirt, tugged neatly into his black pants. His cheeks were slightly flushed and he wore polite smile as he held her grandmother and swayed along with the music.

Kate had thought Mr. Hayes was another patient with Alzheimer and was confused like her grandmother often was. 

Mr. Hayes said nothing. He merely smiled apologetically at her.

Later, when her grandmother finally let go of Mr. Hayes, she found out that his mind was perfectly clear. He’d stepped in and pretended to be her grandfather, simply to make her grandmother smile. He even apologized to Kate, telling her he was sorry if he had overstepped the boundaries. 

Kate didn’t think he did anything wrong. She understood his intentions and was filled with gratitude toward him.

When her grandmother had started addressing Kate as ‘Tiffy’, who was her mother, Kate would patiently correct her. But that only brought about confusion, and sometimes frustration, to her grandmother. Not wanting to upset her grandmother, Kate went along with whatever frame of mind her grandmother was in.

As Kate started chatting with Mr. Hayes, she realized that he was, in fact, a volunteer at the home. He was there every day, lending a hand, and at the same time, keeping himself occupied. 

Every day since then, he was a constant companion to her grandmother. Despite the smile he wore, Kate could sense a deep melancholy in him. His smiles never seemed to reach his eyes, and whenever he thought no one was looking, he would stare into the distant and sigh.

So even after her grandmother had passed away, Kate continued her trips to the elderly home. Whenever she could, she would pitch in, but her trips were mainly to accompany Mr. Hayes. 

Though he had been kind to his grandmother, it took a while for Mr. Hayes to open up to her. It took him over a year to reveal to Kate the accident that changed his life.

And two years after her grandmother passed away, Mr. Hayes himself collapsed from a heart attack and his health had been deteriorating since.

She smiled at the frail old man lying in bed and moved forward, intending to put the oxygen mask back in place. 

“Kate, promise me that you’ll help him,” Mr. Hayes said as he grabbed her hand.

Her brows furrowed, but she retained her smile.

Having known Mr. Hayes for nearly five years, she’d heard all the stories about Tyler Hayes as a boy. Now and then, Mr. Hayes would take out a photo album and tell her the stories behind the pictures. 

But that was all she knew of Tyler. The boy behind all the stories. 

She hadn’t even met Tyler Hayes in person before.

Mr. Hayes and Tyler had long been estranged and neither had tried contacting each other in the past twenty years. Throughout all the health episodes that Mr. Hayes suffered in the past years, Tyler never showed his face or even graced Mr. Hayes with a phone call. 

He was basically non-existent. 

But Mr. Hayes was right; she couldn’t blame Tyler. Mr. Hayes had his part to blame for Tyler’s behavior.

“Kate…” His frail voice brought her back to the moment. 

“I promise.”

“Thanks, Kate. Thanks for letting me play the grandfather that I never stepped up to. You’re the best granddaughter anyone could ask for.” Then he closed his eyes, and it looked as if he’d simply fallen asleep. But the long, monotonous beep from the heartbeat monitor indicated otherwise. 

Kate stepped out of the room while the doctor and nurses flew into a flurry of activities.

She didn’t know how long she stood outside, but eventually the doctor stepped out of the room and gave her a grim pat on her arm while the nurses brought Mr. Hayes’s body out of the room.

She turned away from the doctor as her tears fell. 

Shortly after, calls started coming through her cell phone asking her about funeral arrangements. 

Mr. Hayes had listed her as his emergency contact, but she was in no way qualified to make such decisions. She needed to find Tyler Hayes immediately.

She went into the study and searched for the black leather notebook that Mr. Hayes wrote all the important information in. Flipping all the way to the last page of the notebook, Tyler’s name and contact number were written right at the top of the page. 

Though there had been no contact between them, Mr. Hayes had been keeping track on Tyler, making sure that he wasn’t lacking in anything. 

With a heavy sigh, she dialed the number and was surprised when the number actually worked.

The line connected, and for a moment, Kate lost her voice; she didn’t know what she was supposed to say.

“Hayes.”

“Tyler Hayes?”

“Who’s this?”

There was no good way to go about delivering the news, so she took in a deep breath and gathered her courage. “I’m Kate, Kate Mitchell. I’m calling about your grandfather, Mr. Hayes.” There was no response on the other end of the phone and she had an inkling that Tyler would hang up the phone at any moment, so she hurried to continue. “He…he passed away.”

Again, Tyler Hayes was silent. 

She waited, thinking he was probably dealing with shock, or whatever feeling that was coursing through his system, but the silence dragged out and she felt compelled to say something.

“The funeral home, they’re asking about the arrangements. Should I get them to call you?”

“Who are you?” Tyler’s voice was soft.

“Kate Mitchell, I’m…a friend of your grandfather.”

A grunt came from the other side of the line. “Do what you deem fit.”

“Wait, Tyler. I can’t possibly make the decisions.”

“Then don’t do anything, leave him wherever he is.”

Kate pursed her lips; that wasn’t an answer she’d expected. She drew in a long, deep breath and continued. “All right, I’ll settle the funeral arrangements. I know he wanted to be buried with your grandmother and your parents.” 

Even in the continued silence, Kate could feel Tyler’s increased tension on the other end of the phone. Softening her voice, she said, “Come home. Come back home for the funeral.”

There was a click and the line went dead. 

Kate sighed and shook her head, hoping that Tyler would at least consider attending the funeral. 

She returned to the guest room, which had been set aside for her, and sat by the desk. Casting a glance over at the queen size bed in her room, she wanted nothing more than to hide under the covers and cry, but there were things waiting for her to do.

Shoving all her feelings aside, Kate opened her laptop and began making all the necessary arrangements.




Tyler clutched the phone in his hand and waited for the grief to come, but it never came. Perhaps he’d already done his grieving twenty years ago, perhaps his childish hopes that his grandfather would still turn up at his door someday finally died.

Whatever it was, he couldn’t find an ounce of sadness or any feeling of loss.

“What is it, Ty?” Joanne asked. “Is it work?”

Tyler couldn’t deal with her right now. 

He stood and strode away, hoping to put some distance between them before Joanne started her motions of coaxing, then whining, and eventually throwing a fuss to get her way.

“Ty.” Joanne sighed and hurried after him. “What’s wrong?”

Tyler rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Just —”

“You know you can tell me anything. I’m your fiancée.” Joanne cajoled while Tyler cringed.

He didn’t know how Joanne got into her mind that they were engaged; they weren’t even a couple. She was simply the spoilt, younger sister of his friend. 

But he wasn’t interested in dealing with that right now. 

Going into his room, he slammed the door behind him, right in Joanne’s face.

“Ty!” 

He closed his eyes while Joanne continued shouting for him from behind the door. He wasn’t in the mood to entertain her, he never was.

He sat on the ledge by his window and gazed out of his house. He’d wanted to go back to the mansion for the longest time, not to visit his grandfather, but just to look at the house he grew up in. 

He hadn’t been back there since his parents’ funeral.

He remembered everything about that day. He remembered crying his eyes out when they lowered the coffins. He remembered Marianne embracing him while his grandfather turned his back to him and walked away. He remembered how he’d called after his grandfather, only to see him getting into the black sedan. 

His grandfather didn’t bother to turn back, to offer him a hug or even some kind words. 

Instead, almost as soon as the funeral was over, his grandfather got someone to pack up his things and ship him off to another house. 

Every day, he waited for his grandfather to come for him, or at least to visit him, but he never came.

Each time the phone rang, he’d race to it, only to hear another unfamiliar voice. 

Not once did his grandfather call to make sure he was doing well. 

Once he was out of sight, he was out of his grandfather’s mind.

Why should he go for his grandfather’s funeral when he had never bothered to look him up for the past twenty years?

He never understood why his grandfather was so cruel to him. He was just an eight year old who didn’t know any better. 

Marianne had told him that his parents’ death was an accident, that it wasn’t his fault. 

Then why did his grandfather punish him by abandoning him, especially when he needed his grandfather the most?

Tyler crooked his jaws and clenched his phone. Just when he’d made up his mind on not attending the funeral, his phone rang with another call from another unfamiliar number. 

He sighed and picked up the call. “Hayes.”

“Tyler Hayes?” 

“Yes.”

“Good evening, Mr. Hayes. I’m your grandfather’s lawyer, Joel Sawyer. Your grandfather had insisted that I read the will in front of Miss Marianne West, Miss Kate Mitchell, and you after the funeral. You will need to be present before I can reveal the contents of the will.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. 

He didn’t need any more money. The company that his parents was running officially became his when he turned 21. There was only one thing he wanted—the mansion.

The mansion that he grew up in and was ripped from after having his parents taken away from him.

“Let me know what the contents are over the phone. You can call me after the funeral.”

“There’s a clause stating that if you do not turn up, no one else on the will gets anything.”

Tyler drew in a long, frustrated breath.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Hayes. I’m merely following your grandfather’s instructions. ”

 Though he wasn’t willing to attend the funeral, he couldn’t allow the bad blood between his grandfather and him rob Marianne of what she rightfully deserved. 

For the past twenty years, she was all he had—his only family. She was there for him when no one else was. He couldn’t allow his anger to blind him to that fact. 

“I’ll be there.”




Chapter 2

A solemn atmosphere hung in the Hayes mansion as Kate listened to all the condolences. Though she’d been at the mansion so many more times than any of the guests, she couldn’t help feeling out of place.

Tyler should be the one speaking to the late Mr. Hayes’s friends, the one listening to their condolences. Not her.

She scanned the room of unfamiliar faces and saw Tyler.

Recognizing him was much easier than she had expected.

He hadn’t changed much from the younger version she’d seen in the photo albums that the late Mr. Hayes used to show her.

His dark brown hair was shorter than it was in the pictures, and his bangs that nearly reached his eyes were pushed to the side.

She leaned against the wall and watched him move around the living room in the black suit.

It wasn’t the time to notice how well the suit fitted him or the time to admire the broad shoulders that made him the perfect rack for any style of clothes.

Her foot inched forward, but stopped suddenly when she saw him brushing his fingers across the surfaces of the furniture.

She took her eyes off him and glanced around the living room. 

The late Mr. Hayes kept the design of the house pretty much exactly as it was before the tragedy occurred.

The coffee brown leather couch, the chocolate brown coffee table that sat above the furry beige rug, and the bookshelf against the white wall had all been around even before Tyler was born.

Even the renaissance wall finishes were exactly same. 

The late Mr. Hayes only added some new pieces of furniture to replace the space that the grand piano used to take. Besides that, nothing much changed.

The whole place was like a time capsule.

It must be difficult for Tyler to see the house after so many years. 

She walked over and asked as she neared him, “Tyler Hayes?”

His head snapped up, and he frowned the moment he laid eyes on her. “Kate Mitchell?”

“Yeah, that’ll be me.”

His head bobbed up and down, and his eyes scrutinized her, but he didn’t say anything.

“Something wrong?”

“I was expecting someone…older.”

She looked around and laughed softly. “I guess I am pretty young among this crowd.”

“You said you were his friend, so I thought…” Then he shrugged, not bothering to complete his sentence. 

Kate smiled. “He wasn’t exactly my friend. He was sort of my grandmother’s friend.”

“Sort of?”

“It’s complicated.”

Tyler gave her a look over and turned his back to her. 

She thought Tyler would prefer some company, guessed she was wrong. 

She pursed her lips and tucked her hair back behind her ears. “I’ll leave you alone.”

“Wait,” he said, and turned back to face her.

She stood where she was, her brows raised, waiting for him to say something.

“Nothing,” he continued after a moment.

Kate could sense his hesitation, the tension of coming back home after all these years. She watched his eyes sweep the room, observing the different faces. 

She understood his silent struggle; neither of them seemed to belong where they were.

Moving next to him, she said, “I don’t know most of them either. I believe they used to work with your grandfather in the past. Some of them are from the elderly home where he volunteered. He made some good friends there.”

Tyler thrust his hands into his pocket.

“I’m sure you have questions.”

“How long have you or your grandmother known him?”

“Around five years.”

He nodded, but remained silent.

In the few minutes Kate had spent with Tyler, she realized he wasn’t a man of many words. She glanced around and thought about slipping back into the crowd and away from him, but she didn’t want to be rude. “Do you want me to introduce some of his friends to you?”

“No.”

Kate’s noticed Tyler drawing in a long breath as if her mere presence was annoying him. 

She was trying to be nice, but it seemed he preferred her gone.

So she smiled, and with a light touch on his arm, walked away from him.




Tyler looked at Kate while she strode away. Her chestnut hair was tied up in a bun with the shorter strands falling out. He hadn’t noticed much about her except for the small, friendly smile she had on. 

She was right, he did have questions. He had so many questions, but he didn’t think anyone there could provide him with an answer.

He stared at the room filled with strangers, not sure what to do with himself.

When he had rejected Kate’s offer, he had braced for some form of coaxing or whining. Instead, she merely smiled and gave him space.

For the first time that day, something else other than the harrowing memories of his parents’ death got his attention. He observed Kate while she conversed with a cluster of elderly men.

Even with the sweet smile she had in place, Tyler could see the grief in her eyes.

How did she grow so close to a man who was so cold toward him? Why would she mourn the passing of a man so heartless?

Taking his eyes off her smile, he gave her a head to toe scan. 

A black sash was tied across her waist and into a knot on her back, the ends flowing down the edge of her dress. 

His eyes followed the ends of the sash, moving down her legs.

Her legs were already long, but the heels she had on accentuated her slim legs. In her heels, she stood half a head above his shoulders. 

He took a step toward her, then stopped. He didn’t know what he was doing. 

Her conversation with the elderly men was none of his business. He gave another look around the house before turning and walking out of the house. 

He never liked having small talk with people.




Kate saw Tyler bolt from the house and figured he probably needed some time and space. She wanted to follow, to make sure that he was all right, but she couldn’t just walk out of the house while everyone was still there.

By the time the guests left, the sun was already beginning its descend. The orange tinge streamed through the long windows and cast a warm glow into the house, bringing along with it a hint of sadness. She took a sip of the coffee in her hand and gazed out at the distant horizon.

The mansion was set wide apart from the rest of the world, and the acres of land around the house belonged to the late Mr. Hayes. Surrounding it were never-ending trees that acted like a moat, keeping the house from the outside world.

She never understood what the Hayes loved about this house. Looking out from where she was felt so lonely. She couldn’t imagine how forlorn the late Mr. Hayes must have been, living all alone in the huge mansion.

Among the trees, a lone figure sat with one of his legs stretched and his back against a tree. She set the coffee down on the table and strolled toward him, pausing when she was a few steps away. “You all right?”

“Everyone gone?”

She nodded. “Except for Marianne and Mr. Sawyer. Marianne’s clearing away the food.”

Tyler let out a heavy sigh. “Well then, let’s see what the old man has in his will.” Tyler got to his feet, dusted off the dirt on his pants, and headed toward the house.

Kate walked alongside him, tempted to observe the real-life manifestation of the boy in all the stories she’d heard.

She wanted to tell him how sorry the late Mr. Hayes was for abandoning him after his parents’ death. She wanted to let him know that he was always on the late Mr. Hayes’s mind. But she didn’t think he wasn’t ready. Her words would only end up pushing him away. 

“You came alone?” Kate asked.

“Yeah. Just here to sit in for the will,” he said a moment later.

If Kate hadn’t known his story or seen Tyler’s taut jaws when he took in everything in the house, his words would have made her think him a cold-hearted person.

They returned to the mansion and headed to the kitchen in absolute silence.

Tyler wasn’t ready to listen to anything that she had to say, and it was too hard for her to listen to what Tyler thought of his grandfather. 

She didn’t blame Tyler for being angry, but she couldn’t bear listening to anyone speak bad about the late Mr. Hayes. Not today. 

By the time they got to the kitchen, Mr. Sawyer was already seated at the head of the table. The 61 year-old veteran lawyer sat rigidly, his arm placed stiffly over the black folder on the table.

Kate took a seat opposite Tyler and turned to Mr. Sawyer.

“Since we’re all here, I shall begin. Miss Marianne West,” Joel Sawyer faced the elderly woman seated next to him and stated professionally, “Mr. Hayes left you ten percent of all the money that he had in his possession. That will be equal to slightly over four million dollars.” Turning his focus to Kate, he continued. “You, too, Miss Mitchell. You will receive ten percent of the money. The rest will go to Mr. Tyler Hayes.”

Kate blinked when she heard Mr. Sawyer’s words. The late Mr. Hayes always treated her kindly, but four million dollars? There must have been a mistake. 

She shook her head, but Mr. Sawyer interrupted her before she could speak.

“There’s more.” He glanced between Tyler and her, his lips pressed into a thin line. “All the estates that the late Mr. Hayes owned will go to Tyler Hayes. All except this mansion.” 

Her jaw dropped while the loud scraping of Tyler’s chair against the floor pierced through the air. 

“There must be a mistake,” Kate said as Tyler stormed away from the table.

“Wait!” Mr. Sawyer called out. “There’s more. You need to listen to all of it, or like I said, everyone here will forfeit their share of the inheritance.”

Letting out an audible sigh, Tyler stopped and lay back against the wall. He crossed his arms and stared into space, not looking at any of them.

“This house cannot be sold. Miss Mitchell can choose to give up this house, but there is a clause to it,” he paused, seemingly waiting for Kate to make her decision.

“Go on,” Kate urged.

Blowing out a heavy breath, Mr. Sawyer gave her a wry smile. “If Miss Mitchell chooses to forfeit the house, it will be transferred to Mr. Tyler Hayes as long as the following conditions are met.”

“Conditions?” she said.

“Mr. Tyler Hayes and Miss Kate Mitchell will have to stay in this house together for a year.”

“What?” A year? The confusion was quickly morphing into anger. What was the late Mr. Hayes thinking?

She had told him before that she grew up having to take care of everyone and everything. Now that she was on her own, she came to treasure her freedom. She had the time to indulge in the things she loved.

Why would he make her stay with a grandson whom he hadn’t seen for twenty years?

“Let me finish. It’s rather detailed; you might as well wait to lose your temper at the end of the whole thing. It will save us some time.”

She sighed softly and gestured for Mr. Sawyer to continue.

“Beginning tomorrow, for the next year, both of you will need to stay here each and every night. Both of you have to be back at the mansion before twelve midnight, unless you are out together. If either one of you is traveling, you will have to take the other along.” He took a moment and glanced at both of them, making sure they were still listening. 

“All house guests have to leave the house by eight at night. House guests are only allowed to stay overnight once a month. Only Miss Marianne West is allowed to stay in this house as long as she wishes. The late Mr. Hayes appointed me to make sure the conditions are met. Hence, I will be staying here in this house with all of you.” Pausing, Mr. Sawyer turned back to her. “That’s if you choose to forfeit the house.” 

Kate tugged at her necklace. “There’s no other way around this?”

Joel Sawyer shook his head. “If you choose to forfeit the house and the conditions are not met, the house will be torn down, the land will be sold to anyone except those present here, and the receipts will go to an elderly home.”

“Are you done?” Tyler asked brusquely.

“Yes, that’s all.”

When Tyler went marching out, Mr. Sawyer reached out and held Marianne’s arm, stopping her from going after Tyler. “The late Mr. Hayes has a letter for you.”

Taking the letter from his hand, Marianne shoved it into her pocket and half-ran after Tyler. 

Kate sat where she was, wondering how she had gotten herself into such a spot.

“Miss Mitchell,” Mr. Sawyer said, and waited for Kate to look at him. “When he was forming this will, I told him he was being very selfish, it was extremely unfair to you. He told me to apologize on his behalf, and he has a letter for you, too.” 

Taking out another cream envelope, he slid it across the table. “He said you were his last chance to make right a wrong. I’m sorry that you are placed in such a predicament. Think it through and let me know. We’ll all need to move in if you decide to forfeit the mansion.”

Kate twirled the letter in her hand and said, “Of course I’m going to forfeit it. This is Tyler’s home; I can’t take it or allow it to be torn down. But I need to talk to him. He’s to be willing to accept the conditions as well.”

Joel Sawyer nodded. “He knew you would do this for him.”

She didn’t know if she should smile or frown.

“One more thing, Miss Mitchell. Mr. Hayes wanted me to tell you that if you reject or give away the money he left you, he’ll come back and haunt you.” He paused, and grinned. “He said you were like a granddaughter to him, and he wants to make sure that you’re well taken care of no matter what.”

For the first time since she’d heard the will, she smiled. Mr. Hayes knew her well. Reluctantly, she nodded before going after Tyler.

You promised. Kate reminded herself as she plodded up toward Tyler and Marianne.

“Don’t be stubborn. You want the house, I know you do. Just accept the conditions,” Marianne said.

Kate wanted to hang back, thinking it was better for Marianne to handle the situation. But when Marianne saw her approaching, she shook her head and repeated, “Don’t be stubborn.” Then Marianne turned to her. “I’ll leave you youngsters to talk.”

Kate pursed her lips and dragged her feet forward. Tyler’s jaws were shut tight, probably still seething at what he’d just heard. 

It didn’t take a genius to figure out that his anger would be directed toward her. She didn’t choose to be in this situation, but she was sure she’d be treated like the antagonist.

“Forfeit the house. You can’t sell it anyway. Forfeit it, we’ll follow the conditions, and I’ll pay you for that.”

And so it began.

“I wasn’t going to steal the house from you. I know how much this house means to you.”

“So what do you want?”

“To help.”

He closed his eyes and shook his head. Though he didn’t say anything, the contempt was clear.

“Look, accept the conditions. It’s just one year,” she said.

“That’s his condition. And yours?”

“Mine?”

“What do you want?” he asked, enunciating each word.

You promised. She drew in a frustrated breath. “Like I said, to help.”

“If you didn’t want the house, then why would you stay by an old man’s side to take care of him?” Tyler continued. “Why act so high and almighty now?”

Kate grabbled with her anger. “I may not be as rich as you are, but I don’t need the money from the inheritance, and I don’t need your house. I don’t even like this stupid place. It’s like a scene out of a horror movie.” She was tempted to reach over and strangle him, but reigning in her anger, she took in another deep breath and stepped away. “You aren’t angry with me; you’re pissed about your grandfather’s will. It disrupts my life, too. So before you start venting your anger on me, maybe you should think about that.”

Tyler remained silent, staring into the distant.

“I’m going to tell Mr. Sawyer that I’m forfeiting the house. You decide if you want to go along with it.” 

Turning, Kate stalked away, wondering what she ever did to offend the late Mr. Hayes to deserve such a punishment.

“So? What did he say?” Marianne asked when she entered the house.

She looked at the creases of worry etched in Marianne’s forehead. Giving her a wry smile, Kate answered with a sigh.

Marianne handed her a warm cup of tea. “Whatever he said, ignore him.”

“Yeah.” She nodded, and took a sip of the tea. “I’m not stealing the house from him.”

“I never thought you would.”

Marianne’s immediate reply was comforting. At least someone didn’t think she was gold digger. 

“Thanks.” She took another sip of the chamomile tea, then handed the cup to Marianne. “I’ll inform Mr. Sawyer, then I’ll head home. It’s been a long day.”

“Thank you for doing Ty this favor,” Marianne said with a warm smile.

She returned to the kitchen and informed Mr. Sawyer of her decision. 

No matter how awful Tyler was, she did make a promise to the late Mr. Hayes. 

And it was just one year.

Besides, the mansion was huge. It should be easy to avoid Tyler if she wanted.

After speaking with Mr. Sawyer, she left the house and slipped into her car. Inside, she pulled out the cream envelope from her back pocket and opened it.




Dear Kate,




I cannot begin to imagine your thoughts and feelings while you are reading this. Let me begin with a heartfelt apology. I am truly sorry about putting you in such a situation, but you are the only one I trust to handle this.

You know the one regret I had in my life was not mending the mistake I made with Tyler. He did not deserve the treatment he received. I should have been there for him, but I was so blinded by my own grief that I ended up letting down the most precious person left in my life.

As I leave to meet his parents, the shame is mine to bear, but Tyler does not deserve to be continually haunted by the ghosts from the past.

Please Kate, help me give Tyler back his home.




Love,

William Hayes.
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The traditional role of man and woman becomes twisted with Dan and Evelyn. 

Dan wasn't a playboy. He didn't have any commitment issues. In fact, he wanted it all. Relationship and family.

Only problem?

He wanted it with someone who didn't want anything to do with him.

Evelyn didn't fool around in relationships because she had never been in one.

She was certain that things like love and happily-ever-afters weren't meant for people like her. There was simply too much darkness in her past. A past she thought she'd buried.

But she was wrong.

After more than a decade, her nightmare returned to haunt her, forcing her to face up to memories she couldn't seem to shake.

Could she ever close the books to her past and let go of the horrors she had been through? Could she ever learn to trust again?







Enjoy the following excerpt from Closing Books (Ghost of the Past Book 2):




Prologue

Evelyn and Dan strolled through the park, the light pink cherry blossoms hanging low above them. She took off her coat, folding it over her arm.

Spring was warmer than usual this year.

Children were already out in full force, running around in t-shirts and jeans.

She glanced over toward the playground and smiled ruefully as she saw the huge grins plastered on children’s faces.

She loved watching children at playgrounds. She loved listening to the high-pitch, carefree laughter and the shrieks of joy as they ran spiritedly, flailing their hands about.

“I used to love playing at the playground until my parents forced me to take my sister along,” Dan suddenly said.

She shook her head with a grin, but didn’t say anything. She felt Dan’s eyes on her, waiting, she supposed, for her to share an anecdote of her own.

But she didn’t like to think about the past. No, she didn’t allow herself to think of the past. 

“Do you want to head over to the mansion for dinner tonight? Or would you rather we go somewhere else?” Dan asked after a moment, turning her head back to him.

She pursed her lips. It felt weird going over to Kate’s house when she wasn’t around. “Somewhere else.”

“Are you going to stay away from the mansion until they come back from their honeymoon?”

One of her shoulders inched up, giving him a nonchalant shrug.

“You can still head over even though she isn’t around, you know?”

“I know.” She smiled, then continued. “Where do you want to go for dinner?”

She was glad that Kate’s wedding had resulted in the need for Dan and her to work together. She was reluctant at first, thinking it was better that she stayed away from him.

Things between them were complicated.

They were good together, but they weren’t meant to be.

She wasn’t meant to be someone’s girlfriend. She wasn’t meant to be in a relationship.

She wished things between them could remain like this forever. 

Simple. Just two friends hanging out together.

“How about—” Dan looked down toward the floor.

A young girl wearing a bright pink dress printed with large blue flowers ran right into Dan’s legs, fell back, and landed heavily on her bum.

Dan immediately knelt down and lifted the young girl up.

The young girl stared at him with wide, frightened eyes, seemingly ready to burst into tears.

Even being down on his knee, Dan towered over the girl.

“You all right?” Dan asked with a small smile and a light pat on her head.

The girl nodded slowly, her lips curling to reflect Dan’s.

“Are you hurt?”

“No,” the young girl replied.

“Abi!” A woman wearing a light purple top came running over. “I’m so sorry, she never looks where she’s going,” the woman said as she scooped the young girl into her arms.

“It’s okay,” Dan said, grinning at the girl. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Bye,” the young girl grinned and waved as her mother carried her back toward the playground.

Evelyn watched Dan return the girl’s wave.

Dan would make a great father.

The kind of father who would be there for their children. The kind of father a kid would be proud to have.

He was responsible and extremely patient.

She had worked with him and seen how he was with his staff. When things went wrong, he never lost his temper. He focused on solving the problem, gave a stern warning that such mistakes should be avoided, and never brought it up again.

And with her, even after all that she’d put him through, he would always turn up whenever she needed him.

“Cute girl,” Dan commented.

“You think every child is cute.”

He grinned and shrugged. 

“You would be a great father.”

“I sure hope so, I’ve been babysitting Joanne forever,” he said. “And I’m sure you would be a great mother.”

She hitched her handbag higher up against her shoulder.

“You don’t want to have a family?”

Her fingers tightened around the strap of her handbag.

This was why they weren’t meant to be. They were so different. “I know you do.”

“Yeah, I do. And you don’t?”

Again, she adjusted the strap on her shoulder. “I already have a family. I have Kate.”

Though Kate wasn’t related to her, they were closer than most sisters were. Kate would probably be the only family that Evelyn would ever have.

His head bobbed up and down as he stared ahead.

They continued strolling through the park, walking side by side, neither saying anything.

Evelyn gazed at a mother walking past them. The young mother held a baby in her arms, rocking gently as she cooed the baby back to sleep.

She turned her head from the mother and child. She wouldn’t know how to be a mother anyway. 

She didn’t know a single lullaby. She didn’t know how to bake cookies. She didn’t even know what a normal childhood was.

It was better that someone like her didn’t have children.

“So what do you want to have for dinner?” Dan asked.

Dan deserved better. He shouldn’t be wasting time on someone who could never give him what he wanted.

Pressing her lips into a thin line, she turned to him. “Actually…” She paused as she felt the vibration in her bag. “One minute.”

She pulled out her phone and frowned at the unfamiliar number. “Hello?”

“Hi, Mandy.”

Evelyn’s face blanked. “You got the wrong number,” she said, and hung up the phone.

“Everything all right?”

She forced a smile as she looked up at Dan. “Yeah, but I’ve got to go.”

“Now?”

“Yeah.” She turned and walked away from Dan.

“And dinner?”

She drew in a deep breath and turned back to him. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Eve—”

“I really have to go.”

She spun around and strode toward the parking lot, still clenching the phone in her hands.







Chapter 1

Evelyn stared at the numbers on her vibrating cell phone. The originally unfamiliar number had become a source of fear and probably the cause of the migraine she had been suffering from.

She buried her face in her hands and let the phone vibrate a few more times before sighing and picking it up.

“I thought you were going to ignore my call,” the monotonous voice said.

Tightening her grip on the phone, Evelyn clenched her jaws. She took in a deep breath and quietly cleared her throat of the frustration that had lodged itself there before replying. “What do you want?”

“Money, of course. I’ve run out.”

“I’m not your bank.”

“You can always say no. But I can’t say you’ll like what follows.”

Evelyn shut her eyes and reminded herself to take slow, deep breaths. All she wanted to do was to smash her phone into the wall and leave, to disappear to a place where no one knew her. 

If only life was that easy. 

“How much do you want?”

“Three thousand. Six o’clock, same place.”

Evelyn hung up the phone without another word. Leaning back against the chair, she shut her eyes and swallowed hard. Crying wouldn’t solve the problem. She needed a solution; she needed to think.

She had contemplated on making a police report, but that meant revealing the secret she had so adamantly refused to speak of. She had thought of changing her phone number and live in denial, praying that things would simply return to normal as long as she could no longer be reached. 

As much as she tried to convince herself, she knew things wouldn’t just vanish by feigning ignorance.

Since receiving the first call less than a month ago, Evelyn’s bank account had been set back by over six thousand dollars, and there didn’t seem to be an end to it. 

Straightening herself, she stared at the photos playing as the default screensaver on her laptop; photos taken on her best friend’s wedding. She stared blankly at the pictures from Kate’s wedding, seeing smile after smile, until a photo of Dan and her appeared.

Evelyn tilted her head back and took in a deep breath, but tears still went tumbling down her cheeks. Tears stemmed from the nostalgia of joy she had felt in the picture; a joy which seemed so far away and unattainable at the moment.

Life had been good since she got out of the foster system. She had worked hard, and along with Kate, they had a successful career and a great life.

She had thought that if she were to keep her past a secret, she could bury it deep enough that someday, she’d completely forget about it. 

Thus far, time had proven her theory to be entirely wrong. Ghosts of the past had a way of haunting one, no matter how much one had changed. 

After so many years, Evelyn thought her past was so far behind that the only remnant of it was in her mind. 

Again, she was wrong.

She was beginning to doubt if she would ever be free from the past she couldn’t shake.

There was a simple solution, and she knew it. 

All she had to do was to spill the beans; let everyone know what had happened to her before, and the blackmailer would have nothing to threaten her with.

It should have been an easy thing to do.

All those things happened so many years ago. But even after a decade, it was difficult for her to open up and talk about what had happened to her, or about what she had done.

Kate was the only one who knew her secret, and Evelyn was sure Kate would never reveal it to anyone unless she allowed it to be so. 

Before, she had kept it a secret because she didn’t want to talk about it, she didn’t want to discuss it with anyone and relive her nightmare. 

Now, even though she didn’t want to admit it, the truth behind her silence was her hope to keep Dan from ever finding out what she had done.

She’d battled with the decision of telling Dan, to end everything once and for all, but the resolve to do so always disappeared before it ever took root in her heart.

Each time she made up her mind to tell Dan, fear would creep in. 

Fear, with its little voice, would tell her that Dan would never accept her after what she had done, and he would be disgusted with her.

The little voice, which seemed ridiculous in the beginning, began to grow louder until she could no longer ignore it. 

Soon, the voice in her mind dropped into her heart, and she was convinced that Dan would scorn her when he found out what had happened.

Though she was no longer seeing Dan, though they were never officially dating, she couldn’t bear the thought of Dan finding out her past. She couldn’t bear to see his reaction.

It didn’t take much for the fear to convince her that she was alone in this matter. No one, not Dan, not Kate, would want to be involved with her shady past.

Brusquely, she wiped the tears away on the back of her hand and picked up her bag by the side of the table. Another trip to the bank was necessary.




Evelyn drove up the lone, single driveway that led to the mansion. Green, towering trees that stood throughout all seasons flanked both sides of the road. For a moment, her eyes flickered onto the trees. She forced herself to focus on the road and kept her eyes away from the never-ending woods. 

Even after a year, Evelyn couldn’t get over how creepy and isolated the mansion was.

Whenever her eyes wandered to the trees, thoughts of someone, or something, suddenly appearing out of the forest to attack her would surface. 

Even with her wild imagination aside, she hated the drive up to the mansion.

She wasn’t sure if it was the scenery of the impenetrable forest or the solitary drive, but a sense of melancholy always accompanied her on the drive.

If only Kate had chosen to live somewhere else, then she wouldn’t have to make this drive up every other day.

She tightened the grip on her steering wheel as she turned into the mansion and saw Dan’s car. 

She hadn’t seen him for weeks, not since Kate went on her honeymoon, not since that day at the park, but that hadn’t stopped her from thinking about him.

She sighed, pushing the thoughts from her head.

They were no longer together, and for good reason.

Stepping out of the car, she strode up to the door and turned the knob. As expected, it wasn’t locked.

With so many people going in and out of the house, Marianne had made it a policy to leave the door unlocked during meal times. 

Evelyn stepped through the doorway, and her entrance was immediately announced by the motion sensor alarm.

She didn’t understand why Tyler had bothered with that thing. The kitchen didn’t offer a direct view to the main door, so the alarm did nothing to indicate who was coming in. For all they knew, she could have been a burglar.

Strolling past the luggage in the living room, she headed straight into the kitchen. 

She forced her lips into a wide grin. “Hey!” 

Kate turned around with a blissful smile and gave her a hug. “Sit! I’m giving out the presents. These are yours,” Kate said, giving the two large paper bags on the oval dining table a slight nudge.

Without even looking, Evelyn knew it was probably two new branded bags. 

Bags were her sole indulgence. 

Having grown up with barely anything instilled some habits in her. 

She always made sure she set aside more than half of her income in the bank. She didn’t go for expensive food and had been driving the same secondhand car for years.

But bags, she was always willing to cut back on other expenses for her bags.

She sat beside Kate and watched her dole out the presents to Dan and Marianne. It was strange to see so few people in the usually crowded kitchen.

Kate’s husband, Tyler, sat back against his chair, his arm draped lazily across Kate’s chair. 

The past year had brought about many changes to all their lives.

A year ago, a will left behind by Tyler’s grandfather ended up bringing Kate and Tyler together. Along with Tyler, Dan, Ryan, and Joseph all tagged along. They had all become part of the regular people in her life now.

Besides Dan, she wasn’t close with any of the guys.

She wasn’t a sociable person in the first place. She was the sort who fared better at being alone than having to mingle with people. Having one friend was more than enough for her.

Her on and off relationship with Dan definitely didn’t help her score any points with the other guys as well.

Joseph, in particular, was exceptionally cold toward her. He never spoke to her directly unless necessary. 

Even Ryan, the friendliest in the group, hadn’t warmed up to her either.

But she did have to admit that everyone had been cordial with her for Kate’s sake. Even Marianne, Tyler’s housekeeper, who loved all the boys like her own children, never showed any disapproval of her despite the things she had going on with Dan.

Evelyn hadn’t meant to keep Dan in her craziness. Each time she had walked away from him, she had promised herself that it was the last time and that she wouldn’t get involved with him again.

Logic and rationale told her that they weren’t meant to be. But each time she needed someone, she couldn’t stop herself from reaching for her phone and calling Dan.

“How was the honeymoon?” Marianne asked.

As Kate launched into how perfect everything was, Evelyn stole a glance at Dan.

She hadn’t spoken to him since the whole blackmail began.

It was her decision, her own doing, but that didn’t stop her from missing him terribly.

She smiled ruefully as Dan ran his hand through his blond hair, causing the sleeve of his shirt to inch up, revealing the muscles under it.

Though he wasn’t the largest guy in the group, his tendency to work alongside his men in his construction company had built quite a few sturdy muscles.

Dan hated folding up the long sleeves of his shirt. He hated having to pull the edge back down his elbow whenever he lifted his arms. 

Her smile faded as the dull ache in her heart worsened.

All the details she remembered about him only reminded her of how happy she was whenever they were together, how people like her didn’t get happily-ever-afters.

And the blackmail she had been receiving was the reinforcement of the different world they belonged in.

Dan grew up in a complete family. They weren’t perfect, but at least he grew up safe. 

The horrors she had gone through, the things she had done were beyond the worst nightmares that someone like Dan could ever imagine.

Pushing the thoughts from her mind, she reached into one of the bags on the table and took out the bag inside. She twirled the new handbag, pretending to be examining it while her thoughts were consumed by the payment due later that night.

The money was draining out of her bank account faster than before. Just two days ago, she had paid off her blackmailer. Now, she was to prepare another three thousand dollars.

It had started out with a few hundred dollars. Within two weeks, her blackmailer had quickly upgraded the demands. Besides demanding more money, her blackmailer was increasing the frequency of the demands as well.

“You don’t like them?”

Kate’s voice broke her thoughts. Evelyn looked up, rearranging her features into a small, pleasant smile. “You know I love them. I was just thinking about some stuff at work. Speaking of which, I brought some new projects that you might be interested in. They’re in my car; I’ll get them.”

Before anyone else could say another word, she was up from her chair and out of the kitchen, heading toward the main door.

Evelyn knew she wasn’t acting like her usual self very well. Before driving up to the mansion, she’d reminded herself to behave as normally as she could. Kate was particularly astute at picking up emotional disturbances in people, and Evelyn knew she had to be careful or Kate would be all over her. 

She tried; she genuinely did, but it was difficult to keep up her smile with the apprehension of meeting a ghost that had latched onto her.

Halfway through the living room, she heard the familiar ringtone she had grown to dread.

Crap. She spun around and sprinted back toward the kitchen.

Why did she put down her phone to play with her new bag?

The moment she got back to the kitchen, she saw her phone in Kate’s hand.

Without thinking, Kate tapped on the screen and answered the call. “Hello?”

Evelyn’s eyes widened and she snatched the phone from Kate’s hand. “Don’t pick up my calls.”

She could see the confusion on Kate’s face and felt the stares directed at her. She knew her strong reaction would appear to border along temporary insanity, especially when they all knew how close she was to Kate. 

“I always answer your phone when you are not around,” Kate stated hesitantly while Evelyn checked who the caller was.

“Stop doing that,” she hissed, and headed out of the kitchen with the phone in her hand.

Hastening her steps, she exited the mansion. Once the door was safely closed behind her, she lifted the phone to her ear. “What do you want? I know I’m supposed to hand you the three thousand dollars tonight.”

“Is that your friend?”

“What do you want?” Evelyn repeated her words, irate at the situation she was in and at how senseless she was behaving toward the only person who gave a damn about her.

“I changed my mind. I need five thousand.”

“Don’t push it,” she said through clenched jaws.

“No, Evelyn, don’t push me. I’m sure you don’t want the-one-who-always-answers-your-calls-when-you-are-not-around to know what’s going on, right?”

Evelyn hung up the call and clenched her phone. Boiling, but with nowhere to vent, she got into her car and began to beat up her steering wheel. 

She slammed her arms against the steering wheel while jolts of pain shot up her arm. Though her hands became the eventual victims, her anger was slightly appeased. 

Her fingers pinched the bridge of her nose, and she forced herself to take in a few deep breaths while her arms burnt with a dull pain. 

After a minute, she rearranged her features into a carefully placed smile and got out of the car. 

As she entered the kitchen, everyone kept their eyes on the food that was on the table, and no one said a word to her. Although they had all been polite to her, they had never been overly concerned about her. 

Evelyn didn’t blame them. She was the one who kept everything to herself, and that had the tendency to keep everyone out. 

In fact, she rather enjoyed people staying out of her business. It saved a lot of time and effort from explaining things that she rather not talk about.

Kate looked up from the table and smiled at her, a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. 

Act normal. Evelyn sat and slotted her phone into the back pocket. 

From the corner of her eye, she noticed Kate staring at her arms, which were red and slightly purple at certain areas where bruises were beginning to form. She quickly pulled her hands back and placed them on her legs. She was sure that if she refused to speak about it, Kate wouldn’t pry it out of her, not right now anyway. 

And she was right.

After a moment, Kate turned away from her and casually asked, “Where’s the work you mentioned?”

“Oh, right.” She got up, shaking her head at her absentmindedness. “I’ll get it.”

She turned and left the kitchen again. This time, she cast a brief glance over her shoulder, a glance long enough to see Dan staring at her. Their gaze held for a moment until she tore her eyes from him.

It pained her to see the questions, or maybe accusations, in his eyes. 

Each time, she had only turned from Dan when he had tried pushing her into a serious, committed relationship. 

This time, she had simply shut him out of her life for what would appear to him as no apparent reason.

It was difficult to be so near to him and yet be so clearly separated that they might as well be a thousand miles apart. She wanted so badly to let him understand why she pulled away from him, but she could never find the words and she didn’t know where to begin.

Taking the files from her car, she ran her finger down one side of the files while kicking the door close.

This was exactly what she needed—work. 

With Kate being on honeymoon for the past few weeks, as her business partner, Evelyn should have been free as a bird. Instead, she scoured through the projects handled by the different teams they had and insisted on custom making pieces of furniture that was readily available in stores.

She had even begun trying her hands at keeping a good set of accounts; something she’d always avoided at all cost.

Her work was the one escape that kept her from thinking about how screwed up the other aspects of her life was.

“Here are the few I thought you might be interested in. If you don’t want them, we can assign them to the teams. Let me know,” she said the moment she got back to the kitchen. “I have to go.”

“Where are you going?” Kate asked as she took the files, her eyes staring intently at Evelyn.

Pausing by the chair, Evelyn hesitated a moment, a moment that turned the curiosity on Kate’s face into suspicion. 

“Nowhere,” Evelyn quickly said. “I just need to run some errands.” 

Be casual. Evelyn reminded herself. 

She smiled and gave Kate a pat on her shoulders. “See you tomorrow.” 

Not giving Kate a chance to ask another question, Evelyn grabbed her bag and presents, made sure she kept a smile on her face, then left without saying goodbye.




Chapter 2

Dan forced himself to keep his eyes on his plate instead of looking up at Evelyn’s disappearing figure.

“What’s wrong with her?” Kate asked. “You haven’t gone out with her since we went on our honeymoon?”

He pushed the food around on his plate as he looked up at Kate. “Something like that.” He tried to speak as nonchalantly as possible, but when he saw Kate’s lips thinning, he realized he wasn’t doing a terrific job of concealing his feelings.

Months before the wedding, someone had set fire to Kate’s house, a fire that almost killed both Kate and Evelyn. Immediately after, Evelyn retreated into her shell, barely speaking to him.

He’d thought that experiencing a life and death situation would bring about the epiphany of living life to the fullest and the treasuring of the people she loved. 

Either that was a whole load of crap, or Evelyn just wasn’t like normal people.

Evelyn’s cold-shoulder treatment toward him continued until the preparations for Kate and Tyler’s wedding kicked into high gear. The planning for the wedding and the renovation of the mansion forced them to work together. 

It was clear that whenever they were together, they couldn’t get enough of each other.

It was undeniable that they had terrific chemistry.

Whenever they were working together or going out on a date, they would spend half the night laughing away, and time always flew by way too quickly.

But despite all the laughter they shared, there was always an invisible barrier between them. 

The past she refused to speak of.

He didn’t mind. He believed that, with time, she would trust him enough to tell him what happened, and he was willing to wait.

When Evelyn wasn’t busy pulling away from him or being all mysterious, she had a genuinely open and candid personality. He had never met anyone like her before.

He hadn’t been with many women in his life. The two most prominent ones were already too much for him to handle. Throughout his life, his dramatic mother never spoke her mind, and loved resorting to theatrics to instill guilt in him. Guilt was his mother’s sole weapon of manipulating him into doing things her way. 

Unfortunately, that unbearable characteristic had passed down to his sister as well.

Evelyn’s frankness was a refreshing change. She had no problem telling the truth about anything, and they could chat about everything under the sun; everything except relationships and her past.

Each time he spoke of something that had happened when he was young, she’d laugh at his anecdote, but never reveal any of hers. On the occasions where Dan asked about her childhood, she would clam up and simply state that there wasn’t much to talk about.

Though they weren’t officially in a relationship, they spent all their time together and dated no one else.

But Dan wasn’t satisfied with their ambiguous status. 

He knew what he wanted in life. He wasn’t one of those who had flings and left a trail of broken hearts behind. He took each relationship he had seriously. 

With Evelyn, he didn’t even know if what they had qualified to be considered a relationship.

They always had a great time when they were together, and he couldn’t think of any reason why they shouldn’t be together.

When he tried to push Evelyn into a relationship, she’d push as well. She would push him away; all communications would cease to exist between them and she would treat him as if he never existed. 

Initially, everyone assumed they had a fight and were in a cold war. Dan never explained to them either. How was he supposed to explain when he had no idea what was going on?

A week later, sometimes longer, sometimes shorter, she would call in the middle of the night and ask to meet up for supper. They would then begin to talk and go out again until Dan took another shot at pushing her into a relationship.

After so many cycles of the ridiculous routine, he thought he would have gotten used to it. 

He tapped his fork against the plate, then pushed it away.

Everyone, especially Marianne, had been asking him about the situation between Evelyn and him. To get himself out from the need to answer the questions, he had adopted Tyler’s classic style of shrugging, then keeping his lips locked.

Eventually, the guys learned to stop asking questions. Marianne, on the other hand, wouldn’t stop bugging him about it.

Perhaps that was how real mothers behaved; he couldn’t be sure. His own mother was always more concerned about herself and his younger sister. To him, Marianne was more of a mother than his parents ever were. Despite that, it didn’t change the fact that her questions were getting on his nerves.

Sometimes, he wished he had an answer for Marianne.

Despite Evelyn’s straightforward personality, there was plenty that he didn’t understand about her.

For one, he didn’t understand why Evelyn always isolated herself and pretended that she didn’t give a damn about anyone else. He was sure Evelyn wasn’t such a person and the kitchen he was sitting in proved it.

He looked up from his food and turned to the newly renovated kitchen.

The cherry wood cabinets that had been in the house for nearly three decades had been removed and was now furnished with dark brown cabinets. The wooden countertop had also been replaced with a light gray slab of granite. Those were the basic designs that Kate had chosen, but the degree that Evelyn went to customize it for Marianne showed how much she cared.

Every cabinet was designed specifically to suit Marianne’s needs. 

Instead of the standard shelf height, Evelyn had noted down all the things that Marianne had placed in the different cabinets and adjusted the height of the new shelves to fit those needs. She even solved Marianne’s problem of having too many spices with not enough places to store them by completely revamping one of the cabinets into a multi-layered turning tray that allowed Marianne to store and reach her spices easily.

Evelyn had noted every complaint that Marianne ever had about the kitchen and designed the new cabinets to suit her needs.

And she did all of that without even having to ask Marianne.

“Ryan and Joseph working?” Kate asked, bringing his thoughts back to reality.

Though Dan was glad that Kate wasn’t harping on the problem between Evelyn and him, he was hoping that he didn’t have to be the one to break the bad news. 

He looked over at Marianne, then back to Kate. “Joseph is working while Ryan is in the hospital.”

Kate’s eyes widened, and Tyler finally took his gaze away from his beloved wife.

“He got injured at work; a part of a wall fell down on him,” Marianne clarified. “He’s recovering now, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“How is he? When did that happen? Why didn’t you guys tell us earlier?”

“He’s fine, around a week ago, and we didn’t want to disturb your honeymoon. We knew you’d want to return immediately if we had told you,” Dan answered and flashed a bright smile at Kate.

Kate narrowed her eyes at his condescending answer. “I called Eve so many times, and not once did she think to tell me what happened.”

“She didn’t know.”

“Huh,” Kate said, studying his expression. Then she continued. “We should visit him, now.”

Tyler hesitated for a moment. “Are you sure? I thought you were tired?”

“I’m fine. We should go see him. How bad is it?” She turned back to Dan and glared at him, warning him from lying to her.

“Got some slight burns, broke his right arm, dislocated it from his shoulder, and tore the ligament in his leg.”

Kate’s jaw dropped.

“There’s good news though, for him at least,” Dan said, and continued when he saw Kate frowning. “He gets to stay home for three whole months, and since Marianne didn’t want him staying in his apartment alone, he’d accepted the invitation to crash here until he recovers.” As Dan was finishing his sentence, he turned to look at Tyler, grinning when he saw Tyler shaking his head.

Before Kate came into his life, the guys always made sure they gave Tyler his space. They only appeared to devour Marianne’s cooking, then disappear. Now, all of them had become semi-permanent residents of the mansion.

Before, Tyler had no qualms about chasing them out of his house, but Kate loved their presence in the mansion, and he loved seeing her smile.

“I can’t believe you’re joking about his injuries. It sounds serious; we should visit him right away.”

Tyler smiled and stood, stretching out his hand for Kate. 

“I’ll drive,” Dan volunteered. He didn’t want to be left behind in the house, where he was certain Marianne would ask him over and over again if he was serious about Evelyn and why hadn’t he taken a stand on the relationship he wanted them to have. 

He trailed out of the mansion along with Kate and Tyler, watching Tyler run his fingers down Kate’s hair.

When Tyler met Kate, his personality changed so drastically that it made Dan believed it was possible for things to turn around with Evelyn, too. 

Kate had told him once that Evelyn treated him differently, and it was something she hadn’t seen before, just like how Tyler treated Kate entirely different from everyone else. Dan had come to believe he would be different enough for Evelyn to break free from the mysterious shadow of her past; the secretive past that Kate refused to talk about, even to her dear husband.

The two women were like sisters, and Kate guarded Evelyn’s secret fiercely. 

Dan understood Kate’s reason; it wasn’t her story to tell. Still, it didn’t change the fact that the whole secrecy around it was simply frustrating.

Tempted as he was to ask Evelyn, Dan hadn’t dared to step over that particular boundary. Each time he’d pushed Evelyn into taking a step closer, he’d only succeeded in pushing her further away. He had an inkling that if he did push Evelyn on this particular subject, she would close her door to him completely.

Looking up at the genuine smile on Tyler’s face, a smile that was non-existent until Kate appeared in his life, Dan felt a sense of jealously surging through him. In spite of the many things that Tyler had, Dan never coveted any of them except for what he now had; someone whom he could love, someone who would reflect the joy that he had, and someone who only had eyes for him.

“You all right?” Kate asked when they got into his car.

Dan’s face blanked and he stared back at her; he had missed her question.

“What happened this time?”

She didn’t have to elaborate. Dan knew exactly what she meant. Though she was the newest member to his group of friends, Kate was the only one Dan had spoken to about Evelyn. Perhaps he was hoping that Kate’s understanding of Evelyn would help shed some light on what he was doing wrong.

“I don’t know. I swear I didn’t push her this time.” He thought back on the last time they met. “She had this strange look after picking up a call, then she hurried away. After that, she just cut me off,” he said. “Maybe she’s seeing someone else.”

“She’s acting weird over the phone, but I’m sure she isn’t dating someone. She would’ve told me.”

He didn’t make any comment. He didn’t believe Evelyn would hide such a detail from Kate, but based on her behavior, he couldn’t help thinking otherwise. 

She was clearly secretive when it came to those calls, even Kate wasn’t allowed to answer her phone. 

“I’m sorry, I wish I could help. It’s just that she’s really touchy when it comes to relationships. I love her, Dan, but I hate to see you like this. Maybe you should stop running around in circles with her.”

Dan sighed heavily. Of course he’d thought about that. Basic logic told him they weren’t going anywhere, and he should put a stop to the crazy cycle. Yet whenever she called, his logic and reasoning would leave him.

Whenever they were in the cold stages, he couldn’t stop checking his phone to make sure that he hadn’t missed her call; and when she did call, he couldn’t help but be relieved. “I tried, Kate.” I really did.

He heard Kate sighing softly before she changed the subject. “So when is Ryan getting discharged from the hospital? He’ll need someone to help him up and down the stairs. And his clothes? Anyone helping him to bring them over?”

He grinned and looked at Kate through the rear view mirror. 

Since Kate entered their lives, she had become an important part in all of their lives. She was the linchpin that held all of them closely together. With Kate, they’d all become a family, with the exception of Evelyn.

He wasn’t sure if it was the way she refused to reveal information about herself, or the formality with which she treated everyone, but there always seemed to be a wall between her and everyone else.

Refusing to dwell on thoughts of Evelyn, Dan shook his head and returned his focus to the conversation. “Marianne already brought his stuff over. He’ll be staying with her in the other wing.”

“Why? That’s quite a long walk from the kitchen and we all know how much he loves the kitchen.” Kate looked up and grinned at Tyler. 

Tyler beamed back in return and said, “There’s a guest room near ours. He can stay there.”

“Marianne says it’s easier for her to take care of him that way. Plus, there’s a room right on the first floor, so he won’t have to climb the stairs.” He kept his eyes on the road and smiled to himself. That was the exact reason Marianne had told them, though they all knew Marianne just didn’t want anyone disturbing the newlyweds. 

When they got to the hospital, Dan and Tyler gave a nonchalant “Hi” to Ryan before settling on the couch while Kate went to fuss over him.

Among all the guys, Ryan was the muscular one. His shirt fitted him so snugly that everyone could see the contours of the muscles through the stretched t-shirts. Dan knew Kate would be shocked to see their own giant lying in bed with a heavy cast on his arm and a huge brace on his leg.

“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry we didn’t visit you earlier,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Don’t be. I was in on the decision of not telling you guys. Where’s my present?” Ryan asked with his boyish grin and usual upbeat tone.

“Back at the mansion. Don’t worry, she knows you love her, she won’t forget your present,” Tyler answered from the couch. 

Dan laughed when he heard how disgruntled Tyler was. 

Besides being the strongest among all of them, Ryan was also the friendliest. His initial friendliness toward Kate had bothered Tyler, especially when Ryan openly professed how he loved her. Tyler knew Ryan had spoken jokingly, he simply refused to let it go.

“How are you doing?” Kate asked, after shaking her head at Tyler’s childish behavior.

“Great, especially since I get to stay at the mansion for three whole months. I’ll get to eat Marianne’s food for three whole months!”

Kate laughed softly at Ryan’s equally childish answer. “You guys deserve each other.”

Dan joined in the laughter. “I think he won’t mind being paralyzed if you tell him that he’ll get to enjoy Marianne’s food for the rest of his life.”

Tyler grinned at Dan’s words. 

It was true, Ryan probably wouldn’t mind. 

“When will you be discharged? We’ll come and get you,” Tyler said.

“You can take him back now if you want.” 

Everyone looked toward the door as Joseph entered. Kate got up from Ryan’s bed and gave him a hug. “You coming with us? We can wait for your shift to end.”

“That’s still hours away. You guys must be tired from your flight. Go back and rest. How are your eyes?”

After much pushing, Kate finally found time to get her Lasik surgery done before the wedding. In the beginning, she had complained that her eyes felt dry rather easily, so Tyler had bugged Joseph on checking her eyes whenever he was at the mansion.

“Fine. I still can’t believe that I have perfect eyesight. Sometimes, I go to bed thinking I should remove my contacts.”

Tyler walked up to his wife and ran his fingers through her hair. In reaction, Kate gazed up at him and leaned against the length of his arm.

Again, the simple intimacy they displayed reminded Dan of the ache in his heart. “I’ll get the papers settled while Kate fills him in on Marianne’s menu for the night.” He stood and walked out without a second look at the rest of them.

“You all right?” Joseph asked as he followed him. “Evelyn again?”

“I’m fine.” There wasn’t much he could say. How was he supposed to explain to his friends that Kate’s best friend was driving him crazy, but he couldn’t get himself to stay away from her? 

“Anyway, Ryan may be quitting his job,” Joseph said after a moment of silence.

“Really? I thought he loved being a fireman.”

“Actually, after the fire at Kate’s house, he started having second thoughts. Then, this accident.”

“So what’s he going to do?”

Joseph shrugged. “I don’t think he’s put much thought into it yet.”
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