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Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I got to his house that late Saturday morning in May, I couldn’t bring myself to pull into the driveway. Which was ridiculous, but I couldn’t do it. Instead, I came to a stop next to the curb and turned the car off to look at my father’s house for the first time in four years. 
 
    It looked the same as it had my entire childhood. 
 
    The same well-kept lawn and unchipped white paint that stood out among the less-taken-care-of houses in the neighborhood. The only thing different from last time was that he wasn’t inside anymore.  
 
    He never would be again. 
 
    The last time I’d seen that house was the day my mother left him with me in tow right after junior year ended. I hadn’t wanted to go. I mean, yes, it wasn’t the best neighborhood, but the school was in a nicer area and I’d been getting a decent education. Not to mention East Branch had all my memories and all of my friends. Most of whom I was sure no longer lived around there. But this was up to me. I had to do it. For my dad. 
 
    Unhooking my seatbelt meant nothing was left holding me back and that scared the shit out of me. For the first time ever, I wished Dad would have remarried because then… then this would’ve been up to his new wife. Instead, it was up to me. I was his only next of kin, so the job fell to me. Walking across that street and up the stairs I’d played on as a child was easier than him dying but still so incredibly hard. My fingers lightly brushed against the railing that I’d hit my head on when I was seven, which had resulted in five stitches just into my hairline.  
 
    Then I stood in front of the door knowing I had no more excuses not to go in.  
 
    Until someone called my name.  
 
    Someone familiar.  
 
    Someone I should’ve known would still live next door.  
 
    He never would’ve left. And suddenly I was incredibly thankful that I’d picked out a sundress that flattered my body and had taken the time to put a few curls in my long, blonde hair. If I had to see him the moment I stepped foot in town, I may as well look good. 
 
    “Laney Douglas? Never thought I’d see you around here again.”  
 
    Turning slowly, I got my first look at him in four long years. The boy I had thought about more than I cared to admit in that time. 
 
    “Hi, Zac.” Even though I tried to keep the smile from my face, I couldn’t.  
 
    The man had grown even more beautiful as he’d grown older. Thick, dark locks that, while still messy, were also shorter than they’d been, and chocolate brown eyes that I’d wanted to drown in every single day of high school. Everyone always wonders what happens to the insanely hot guy after high school ends. Now I knew. He got even hotter. 
 
    I thought about what I could say to him as I made my way down the sidewalk and met him right between my father’s house and his. It was a moment so awkward that I didn’t even know what to do with myself. I folded and unfolded my arms. Tried not to look nervous. Instead, I decided to act as if he hadn’t crushed me four years ago.  
 
    “How are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Good. Good. You?” He did that obvious thing guys do when they take in every detail of the pretty girl in front of them. Not that I had been the pretty girl in high school, but when I moved to Pittsburgh, I found a friend who’d taught me to have a sense of style and I’d definitely filled out in all the right areas. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What’re you doing back in town?” 
 
    “Well… um… ” This was the worst part. Dad was gone. I’d accepted that—I grieved for him every day—but telling people sucked. Thankfully, Mom was calling the few friends he’d wanted notified. Of course, I’d never met any of them. Even still, my eyes started to water, and I swallowed hard. “My dad died.”  
 
    The smile fell from his face.  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    I nodded once while trying to hold back the tears continuing to burn my eyes. Oh, how I wished it were a big hoax. But I’d seen him lying on the hospital bed not moving—not breathing. He was dead. “I’m sorry to hear that. He was a great guy.” 
 
    Everybody had loved my dad, even Mom.  
 
    An uncomfortable silence hung between us unlike anything we’d experienced when we’d hung out together before. Before, it had been easy. Zac had been my friend. If I still knew him, I’d say he looked like he wanted to hug me. If he wanted to keep his balls where they were on his body, he wouldn’t do it. Not after the way he just cut me out of his life. 
 
    “So, you’re back… ” he said, not moving. 
 
    I guess he did like them where they were. 
 
    “Just for the summer. Maybe less. I have to take care of all of his things.” 
 
    Zac nodded slowly. He hadn’t changed much. He was a little taller, but he’d always been tall, six feet when I’d left that summer, so now I’d say six-two. And fuller. He wasn’t bulky like a bodybuilder, but the long, lean muscles that roped his arms and thickened his thighs couldn’t be missed. But I needed to stop thinking about his thighs.  
 
    Four years was a long time. 
 
    “It’s weird to ask, but is there going to be a funeral? When did it happen?” 
 
    All normal questions. Normal questions that I didn’t want to answer. 
 
    “No funeral—”  
 
    “Daddy,” a little voice called out from behind him, cutting me off. I welcomed the interruption. At first. This small version of Zac ran at him, slamming into that thick thigh and rapping his tiny arms around Zac’s leg. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Sure, buddy, I’ll be right there.” Zac rubbed the boy’s head in a loving way, then looked back to me and my wide eyes with raised eyebrows.  
 
    Zac had a kid. 
 
    All kinds of emotions ran through me at the thought of Zac procreating with someone. Not all of which I was proud of. But I chalked any thoughts of jealousy up to the instability already there by my dad dying. There was no other reason that one of those feelings would be jealously.  
 
    Zac wasn’t mine. 
 
    He’d never been mine in that way.  
 
    But I was pissed. This wasn’t something I should have left in the dark on and I wondered what else I’d missed out on. What else I hadn’t been told in the last four years. 
 
    “Laney, this is my son Dylan. Buddy, this is my friend Miss Douglas.” 
 
    “Oh, please don’t tell him to call me that.” It made me feel old. Zac having a kid was doing a good enough job of that on its own. 
 
    Zac chuckled and with the amusement still on his face he said, “OK. Dylan, this is my friend Laney.” 
 
    “Hi, Laney.” Dylan waved, then looked back up at Zac. “Mac and cheese, please.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll be right in.” Another ruffle of the hair and Dylan ran off back into the house I used to hang out with Zac in.  
 
    Finally, Zac looked back up at me. It may have been years since we’d seen each other, but I was pretty sure judging by the look on Zac’s face, he felt guilty. Over what, I wasn’t sure. There were so many things to choose from. 
 
    “Oh… are you married?” I shouldn’t want to know that. 
 
    He laughed. “No.” 
 
    Well, that was interesting. Now I had to know more. 
 
    “How old is he?” I asked because I wanted to do the math. 
 
    I didn’t fool him. He took a deep breath and a nice, long blink. He knew exactly what I was doing.  
 
    “He’ll be four in a few months.” 
 
    “Four?” My eyes narrowed as I went through every memory I had from before I’d left, and it hit me. At least I thought it did because the last girl he’d dated, at least the last one he’d told me about, might not be the mother of his child. But since my luck was shit, I knew I’d be right. “Oh.” It wasn’t impressive, but it was all I could manage. “Maddie Preston?” He nodded. That ugly green flashed through me briefly. I really shouldn’t have been surprised. “Ah, the girl every guy wanted.” I shrugged, trying to play this whole thing off while making my escape plan. 
 
    My stomach turned at the thought of two of my former friends together. It shouldn’t have. I’d moved on, so of course they had too. Though I’d never know why moving on for them meant no longer being friends with me. I may have wanted more from Zac at one time, but I’d never asked for it. I’d never scared him off. 
 
    “She wasn’t the only one every guy wanted.”  
 
    Zac did that. He always had. Said things to try to make me feel better, but it wasn’t going to work this time. I never cared what the other guys had wanted. Back then, I’d wanted Zac Walsh to want me. He hadn’t and I’d accepted it because having him in my life as a friend had been enough. But then I hadn’t even had that when it counted. 
 
    “Guys didn’t want me in high school, Zac. They wanted what they thought or heard I might do with them, but they didn’t want me.” Somehow a rumor had gotten started and though I had my theories as to how, I’d moved, so it didn’t matter after a while. But Zac had gotten into more than one fight over what was being said about me because he’d been my best friend who would defend me no matter what. Always had been. Fuck. “Wait… If Dylan’s going to be four, then Maddie was already pregnant when I moved.” Zac rubbed a hand over the top of his head, tousling his hair, then nodded quickly. “And you didn’t tell me.”  
 
    And that made me angry. Like crazy angry. He’d told me every freaking other thing in the world. Why not that? 
 
    Zac, Maddie, and I had been in the same grade, which meant that he’d become a dad at the start of his senior year. That would’ve been tough. But I also wondered why no one, including my own father, ever told me.  
 
    It shouldn’t matter, I told myself, but it did.  
 
    I’d moved to a new place where I had no friends and within a couple of months the two people I thought were my friends and I’d stay in touch with were no longer answering my calls. No explanation. They just disappeared from my life. More than once I’d wondered if they ever thought of me or missed me.  
 
    I guess I just no longer fit into their lives.  
 
    And that sucked. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “That was rude. You don’t owe me any explanations. I’ll see ya around, Zac.”  
 
    Turning on my heel, I said a silent prayer that he’d let me get away with shutting our conversation down like that, but knowing Zac, I shouldn’t have expected it to be easy. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you,” he called out, causing me to stop and turn back. He closed the distance between us. “But I fucked up and couldn’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    We told each other everything. He knew I was still a virgin when I moved and I knew he wasn’t.  
 
    He would’ve known when that status changed if he’d been talking to me at the time and I should’ve known when he’d become a dad. All in all this conversation was starting to piss me off even more. Being pissed off wasn’t really something I wanted to deal with right then. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me. Laney, you were really the only person who thought I could do more… be more. I didn’t want to hear the disappointment in your voice when you found out you were wrong.”  
 
    There was no comeback for that. I would have been disappointed, but not for the reasons he thought. I’d been a stupid kid who’d thought that one day the hot next-door neighbor would realize that the girl who’d been his best friend almost all of his life was the one for him. The one he wanted to have babies with. 
 
    Yeah, I’d always had the clichéd crush on the boy next door, the boy who now had ink on at least one arm. That was new too. And even though I never had a chance with Zac—our relationship just wasn’t that way, even if he’d given me my first kiss—it would have hurt to have known that he and Maddie were so serious. Hell, they were probably together even now. I wasn’t going to ask. I didn’t want to dislike Maddie more than I already did. Even if my crush had been such a tightly guarded secret that she wouldn’t have known about back then. 
 
    “I’m kind of surprised your dad didn’t tell you. He played with Dylan all the time.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. That was a punch straight to the gut and I had to get away from him. “Yeah, I don’t know. But I’m going to go get started on the house. See ya.” 
 
    This time… This time I didn’t give him the chance to stop me. One upside to running into Zac before entering my father’s house was that I no longer had a problem getting through the front door and shutting it behind me. 
 
    Slumping against the wood, I took a minute to compose myself before looking around the house I’d grown up in. The living room had been updated at some point because when I lived here there wasn’t a such a big TV on the wall. The black leather sofa and loveseat were new as well. Just like always, the house was clean. Dad had been a neat freak. 
 
    The first thing I did was move down the hallway that leads to the bedrooms and shut his door. I couldn’t deal with that on day one. Maybe on day eighty.  
 
    For now, I just couldn’t.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked past the kitchen in my father’s house, a god-awful smell hit me. Crap. Dad hadn’t been here in a month. While he would’ve cleaned the fridge out some before he left, he wouldn’t have thrown everything away. He’d only expected to be gone a few days. 
 
    When I pulled the fridge open, I gagged.  
 
    Yup.  
 
    There were some leftovers in there that were far past their expiration date and every condiment inside would’ve been ready for the trash. As quickly as I could, I emptied everything out. I didn’t bother to check if I should keep anything because I didn’t want it. From the freezer, either, although that was mostly bare already.  
 
    Once I finished, I dragged the two large bags to the garage, where they’d wait for trash day. Then cleared the cupboards of anything I wouldn’t eat. Dad had eaten more healthy food than any normal human should have and I wouldn’t try to consume the bread that had a billion percent of my daily fiber requirement.  
 
    Once again, I was saved from myself. If that smell hadn’t hit me, I have no idea if I would’ve been able stay inside his house so long. Purging the fridge helped purge some of my fear of being there without him.  
 
    I deserved a break.  
 
    It’d taken over an hour to finish the job and I was spent. Worrying about how I’d handle being back while making the drive had taken a lot of energy. Mom had wanted me to fly in and ship whatever I wanted back, but I’d needed the hours alone in the car.  
 
    I’d only driven three hours before stopping at my best friend’s place just off our college campus. Rhian Schwartz would’ve killed me if I hadn’t. Then I’d driven the three more hours here in the morning.  
 
    Deciding to take a walk through the old neighborhood was possibly the best thing I could’ve done. I needed the fresh air and everything was exactly the same.  
 
    It was rundown in some areas—probably dangerous—but this was where I’d grown up, so it didn’t bother me in the least. I wasn’t scared at all and instead felt more at home here than anywhere else. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed this place until I came back. I’d always wondered why Dad had come to me for visits and never let me come to him.  
 
    Now I’d guess it was because he hadn’t wanted me to know that Zac had a kid or something. Which was fucked up. Where Mom had never known about my crush on Zac. Dad had but never once mentioned it. 
 
    Turning that last corner, the house came into view and the sheer magnitude of the job that lay ahead of me came crashing down.  
 
    There were things I would want to keep. Mementos of the dad whom I wouldn’t talk to again. Sadness was no reason to let the things rot. I wanted the house to be ready to sell the minute all the paperwork was finalized so I could unload it before I left. Then I’d never come back. Though that thought made me even more sad, if that was possible. 
 
    “Dylan, wait up, buddy,” Zac called from the far side of his house. I’d successfully avoided him for all of three hours, but with him right next door, running into him again was inevitable. “Whoa,” he said as he pulled Dylan back from running right into me. I’d been so deep in thought that I hadn’t even seen him coming. 
 
    “We gonna miss it, Daddy.” The kid squirmed in Zac’s strong arms. 
 
    “No, we won’t. It’s coming around the corner.”  
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, the ice cream truck rounded onto our street as the melody played calling kids from every corner of the neighborhood. It had once called to me daily. Dylan wriggled his way out of his dad’s grasp and bolted right to where the truck stopped. A mass of kids swarmed like it was the beacon of God and they were disciples.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as I watched the kids excitedly tell the Ice Cream Man their choices. This was the simple life of the neighborhood I’d missed when we left.  
 
    The chatter from Zac’s yard was the only thing that diverted my attention from the kids, but there wasn’t a chance in hell I’d look over to see who was there. Heat burned at my skin from more than the actual heat outside. Knowing that some of the voices bellowing from Zac’s yard would’ve included some of the people who stopped talking to me years ago caused some anger to rise up inside me. It shouldn’t have mattered and yet it did. 
 
    “I can’t believe that thing still comes around,” I said with a smile as Dylan and Zac came back by me. 
 
    “Yeah, every day. Same time.” Zac smiled back. 
 
    “I wonder if it’s the same ice cream pops from when we were kids. Do those things expire?” 
 
    He laughed. “Not sure. But let me know.” He swung a hand from behind his back to present me with an orange sherbet push-up. The exact same thing I’d always gotten when we were younger. “I wasn’t sure if you still liked these or not.” 
 
    “Still my favorite. Thanks.” I smiled again and took it from him because honestly, it was hot and the ice cream would help cool me down. Not to mention there wasn’t much left at the end of my massive clean out of the fridge and cupboards and I was getting hungry. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    A car pulled up to a stop near where we stood. There was no chance I could look away from his dark eyes, though. No way. I could feel myself forgiving him for dropping me like a hot potato, so I hardened everything inside me. He wasn’t getting off that easy—if at all. I didn’t need him to be my friend anymore. I had others. But seeing him now made me realize how much I’d missed him. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dylan skipping toward the house with ice cream dripping down his arm. Something about seeing him being a kid warmed my heart. 
 
    “Hey. Sorry I have to pick him up a day early, but with the birthday party… ” a woman said as she got out of the car and walked nearer to us. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t know you had company.” The voice was too familiar. When I finally looked over, I found Maddie Preston, former second-best friend. Light brown hair a couple of shades lighter than in high school, still darker than mine. Back then she’d made me feel mousy because of how put together she’d always been. Of course, by now I’d discovered highlights and loved the long hair I’d grown, but back then… not so much. Her sparking hazel eyes tinged with surprise. “Oh my god. Laney?” 
 
    “Hey, Maddie.” Since she was a good four inches taller than me, she wrapped her arms around my neck, squeezing until I couldn’t breathe. My entire body stiffened and I did not hug her back. My arms lay limply to my side. “Maddie… ” 
 
    “Sorry.” She pulled back. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Mr. Douglas died,” Zac answered for me, but I was surprised he hadn’t already told her. I knew it’d only been a few hours since I told him but after finding out she was his baby mama, I figured he’d tell her as soon as he got home. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Her face fell completely from the happy, surprised, wide-eyed smile to a frown. She moved slightly toward me with her arms extended, clearly wanting to hug me again.  
 
    Thankfully, she didn’t. Maybe she’d picked up on how uncomfortable that first hug really had been for me. I couldn’t just pretend the last four years hadn’t happened. 
 
    The thing about Maddie and me was that we’d been friends. Actual friends. Not-do-each-other’s-hair-and-paint-nails-while-talking-about-boys kind of friends, but we’d hung out. As the only two girls in a group of guys, we’d had to have each other’s backs. Besides, in high school, I’m pretty sure each of us would have punched someone in the face for trying to do our hair. That wasn’t us. 
 
    “So, I’m gonna go,” I said once the tension hanging in the air became too much. 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t have to do that. I just need to grab Dylan, then I’ll be out of your hair.” 
 
    “Grab Dylan?” 
 
    “It was my weekend,” Zac explained.  
 
    I just nodded, even though I wasn’t sure what that meant. I assumed he meant visitation, but he hadn’t told me that he and Maddie weren’t together. This whole situation was confusing me yet I wanted to figure out the dynamics. 
 
    Right then, Dylan came running out of the house with a backpack flopping around him, right into his mother’s arms. The kid was cute. I had to give them that. 
 
    “Hey, we’re all getting together Thursday at Mac’s. You should come,” Maddie offered. 
 
    Mac’s was the small bar on our side of town where our group had spent more time than we should have in high school. Mac had never served us, but he hadn’t kicked us out, either. The invitation was Maddie’s attempt to pretend everything was fine between all of us. 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know. We’ll see.” I wasn’t sure how far into their lives I wanted to get. After all, they’d dropped me when I moved. We’d had phones. It wasn’t like contacting me meant sending a telegram by Pony Express. The maybe I gave her seemed to hold her over because Dylan hugged his dad and they left. 
 
    “So you and Maddie aren’t… ” I couldn’t not ask, even if it made me want to punch myself in the face. 
 
    “We aren’t together. Actually, we weren’t really together then. But we made Dylan together, so we’re raising him. Co-parenting. It’s all completely grown up.” So many questions swirled in my head, but not being friends anymore meant I shouldn’t ask them. “Hey, is it weird being back?” he asked. 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, I’m just trying to get used to being here again. Haven’t done much yet. I did clean out the fridge, though. That was nasty.” 
 
    A deep laugh rumbled in his chest then he said, “If you need any help, let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” There was no way in hell I’d ask him for help. But it was nice that he’d offered. 
 
    This was my problem to deal with. I’d never been big on asking for help, though I wouldn’t have hesitated to ask Zac before I moved. That had been then. Now I’d manage on my own.  
 
    This summer break promised to be long and unhappy surrounded by people who’d stopped being my friends for reasons I didn’t know. Instead of getting a job as I’d planned, one fell into my lap. The unpaid job of cleaning out my dead father’s house in a town that I thought I’d never return to.  
 
    I’d always wanted to know and understand why Maddie and Zac had stopped talking to me, but now that I had the opportunity to find out, I wasn’t sure I wanted the reasons why. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    After four days of running out to grab a meal here or there, it was time to buck up, leave the house for more than twenty minutes at a time, and go to the grocery store. Wednesday seemed as good of a day as any, but I somehow found a way to waste the day. TV had gotten really interesting. And it really was wasting time because I didn’t start on the house or bills or anything. I sat there staring at a blinking screen without seeing it. The only thing I accomplished was calling waste management to see if trash pickup was the same. Luckily for me, it was and as long as I got it to the curb by ten in the morning, I should be golden.  
 
    Which was why I called right at eight. 
 
    However, when I went to the garage to get the bags I’d put out, there they were gone. Which didn’t make sense. Who would come into a garage and just take trash?  
 
    No one.  
 
    Not even in our neighborhood where people did do some weird shit. Before jumping to any conclusions, though, I thought I’d look around. Sure enough, I found three bags, mine plus the one that must’ve been there when Dad had left, sitting on the curb.  
 
    There was only person I could think of who would put the trash out that morning. I had no idea why Zac was being so nice, other than the fact that my dad had died. I suppose that could’ve been it. Either way, one less thing for me to do. And I didn’t even want to think about how he’d gotten in there without the key. The garage was always locked. 
 
    After that excitement, I decided to start on some paperwork. Seemed reasonable. Paying the electric bill and other regular expenses shouldn’t remind me of Dad too much, right? Wrong. His name was on everything, which somehow brought up one memory or another. 
 
    Dad hadn’t been wealthy by any means, but he and Mom had done OK. Better than a lot in our neighborhood and that didn’t change after they split. Then Mom remarried two years ago and things had been even better for us. Dad had still insisted on paying what he’d called “his share.” Not because he’d had to, but because he’d wanted to. The thought of that almost brought me to tears, but I pushed anything that wasn’t bill-related out of my head and focused.  
 
    I’d been getting good at burying the things I didn’t want to face. 
 
    He’d been gone a month and I was pretty sure some bills were going to be overdue. Turned out he’d paid everything right before coming to see me, so nothing was technically late, but I still pulled out his checkbook and scribbled those babies out. He’d added me to his checking account when I moved so he could send me a check when I needed something and I could use it to pay. Such as school expenses. 
 
    Once I was done with that, I balanced the checkbook. Seemed like there was enough in there to keep the house running until I left at the end of summer. Hopefully by then, I would have sold it, so I wasn’t overly concerned. I had money for my personal expenses from my on-campus job while I at school. Mom had also given me a tidy sum for my trip.  
 
    All in all, things looked good. As good as they could financially anyway. 
 
    Finally around seven, I needed to get my butt out of the house. I’d already ignored three calls from Rhian because she’d asked too many questions about Zac when I stopped at her place. No need to revisit all that. Though the threat of violence in her last voicemail meant that I should call her back at some point. The fact that she hadn’t sent even one text really meant I should because she meant business. But hey, a girl needs groceries. 
 
    I wasn’t two steps off the porch when Zac called over to me. It was like he’d sat there watching my house waiting for me to step outside. Which was ridiculous and made me sound conceited. 
 
    “Where are you off to?” he asked, jogging over. 
 
    “Grocery store.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    No way. “I’m a big girl. I don’t need an escort.” 
 
    “Hey, I have needs, too. Come on.” That last part almost sounded like a plea. 
 
    Obviously, he wasn’t taking no for an answer and headed off toward my car. I guess I wasn’t shopping alone. 
 
    Being close to him was a weird thing. I craved it in some ways and cringed in others. And being in the confined space of my car was a little slice of hell on Earth. I had so many questions but didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of asking. I wanted to know things. Specifically what I’d done wrong to make him stop talking to me. As far as I could tell, I’d done nothing. 
 
    It might have been my imagination, but the grocery store looked exactly the same. The same people worked there, as far as I could tell. Zac pulled a cart out of the line and off we went. I needed everything because there hadn’t been a thing left after I’d cleaned out the fridge. As I first put items in, he picked up one here and there I think just to make it seem like he really needed to come here. But we were still in that uncomfortable silence. Neither of us had said anything since getting in my Jeep. 
 
    “How long’s it been, Laney?” he finally asked. I knew he was talking about Dad because I hadn’t answered that question before. And if he was talking about anything else, he wasn’t getting an answer. 
 
    “A month. He came to see me right after the semester ended in April and I moved back to Mom’s. That night we were at dinner and… ” I swallowed hard. “He clutched his chest. It was sort of like in the movies, but so, so much worse.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said with soft, sincere words. Outside of ending our friendship, I’d never known him to be cruel. Compassionate, yes. Hot as all get out, obviously. Mean, not so much. Whatever happened to our friendship he still had empathy for me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. It means I got to spend his last minutes with him. They pronounced him dead in the emergency room an hour later. He never regained consciousness.” 
 
    “Fuck, that sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I grabbed some microwavable mac and cheese off the shelf. When I glanced over at Zac, he gave me a look like I’d just put pink slime in the cart. “What?” I said. “I’m a college student. This how we eat.” He shook his head but gave me a small smile. “I plan on getting some fruit and vegetables if that makes you feel any better,” I added. 
 
    “Maybe a little.” We turned to the next aisle, but I didn’t need anything down there. “So why no funeral?” 
 
    “Man, you want everything all at once, don’t ya?” I took a deep breath. I figured if I told Zac, he could pass it along to everyone else so I wouldn’t have to. While it might not be fair of me to put that on him, I couldn’t be bothered to care. I didn’t want to relive that over and over. “Apparently, he and Mom were still each other’s person after they got divorced. Mom knew what he wanted and he didn’t want a funeral. He wanted to be cremated and she and I are to decide what to do with the ashes. That’s it. Mom also had the contact information for the few friends Dad wanted informed. I guess he figured I’d tell everyone around here when I came to clean out the house. But I don’t think he thought I’d take so long for me to get here. Sorry about that. I know you guys loved him, too. I just couldn’t… ” 
 
    “I understand, Laney. Everyone will get it.” 
 
    We headed through two more aisles in silence. But now it was my turn. I knew he had a kid with Maddie, but nothing else about his life. 
 
    “What about you? What have you been up to the last four years?” 
 
    “Just trying to be the best dad I can be. I wanted Dylan to have someone like your dad and not like mine.”  
 
    Zac’s dad was an asshole. He wasn’t even an asshole who had a reason to be an asshole. He was just not a nice guy and didn’t care who knew it. Although to my knowledge, he’d never put his hands on Zac, his sister, or his mom, so I supposed there was that. 
 
    “Yeah, but where do you work? How’s your sister? If you’re not with Maddie, do you have a girlfriend who’s going to want to fight me because you took me grocery shopping?” I smiled at the last part. I may have grown up in a not-so-great part of town, but I’d never been in a fist fight in my life.  
 
    He dropped his head back with such a full laugh that I immediately wanted to hear it again. In that moment, it was like no time had passed. 
 
    “Well, I work at the auto parts store—” 
 
    “Joe’s?” 
 
    “Yeah. He says he wants to retire but is going to wait until I can afford to buy the place from him. I’ve been living cheap and pretty much just spending what I need to for Dylan, but I don’t know.” He shrugged. Obviously, he wanted to but the shop but didn’t want to admit it in case it didn’t happen. 
 
    “I can see that. You know more about anything with a motor than most mechanics.” 
 
    “Yeah, and Joe is kind of famous for getting hard-to-find parts for classic cars and shit. That’s where he makes a lot of his profit. I’ve been tracking down those parts for years.” He’d worked there after school as soon as he’d turned fifteen. 
 
    “You’ll make it happen,” I said because it was true.  
 
    Zac could make his dreams come true. I always admired that and tried to mimic it when we were younger. It never worked for me. I couldn’t make my parents not get divorced, couldn’t get my friends to stay in touch with me after I’d moved, and I sure as hell couldn’t get Zac to notice me as anything other than his best friend next door. 
 
    “Darby’s good,” he continued but moved on to talking about his family. “She got married a few years ago and moved up north.” Darby was a good five years older than Zac, so her being married didn’t surprise me. Nor did her moving away. That was the dream in East Branch. 
 
    We finally made it to the produce section, where I picked out just a little bit of several things. I was only one person and didn’t want anything to go to waste. My appetite also hadn’t been the best since Dad had died. 
 
    “And the answer to your other question is no. No girlfriend. I’ve dated, had one or two sort of girlfriends since you left, but nothing permanent or semi-permanent.” 
 
    “Same old, same old?” I nudged him with my shoulder. 
 
    “Something like that.” He pushed back a bit harder, which almost sent me into the apple display because I hadn’t been expecting it. Once I steadied myself, I looked over to find him smiling at me. “Not everybody wants to date a single dad and I don’t let other people get in the way of my time with Dylan. What about you? Since you came alone, I figure there’s no guy.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    One side of his mouth tilted up. “Because any guy who would make you come here alone is a guy not worth your time, so I figure you either didn’t have one to begin with or you dumped him when he didn’t come with you.” 
 
    Man, did he have my number still. I absolutely would’ve broken up with any guy who didn’t at least offer to help me clean out my father’s house. 
 
    “Yeah, no guy.” But that was as far as I was going to go with that. The middle of the Kroger wasn’t really the appropriate time to discuss my sexual history, as limited as that may have been compared to his. Instead, I walked farther down the aisle.  
 
    “Hey,” he called after me. “Is that all I’m going to get?” 
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I smiled. “Yup.” 
 
    Being there and talking to Zac after four years felt weird. I’d be lying if I said it was just like old times and not awkward at all. In some ways it really was like no time had passed. That he hadn’t made the choice not to speak to me anymore. In others… I didn’t know this Zac. 
 
    When we got back home—it was odd how quickly I started to refer to Dad’s as home—Zac insisted on helping me with the five bags I had before taking his one to his own house. Then I was alone again. I had no interest in starting to go through Dad’s things—I had all summer after all—so instead I ate an apple and went to bed.  
 
    Sleeping in my old room was surreal at best. I did more staring at the ceiling than actual sleeping. Then again, I hadn’t slept much recently anyway. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Dad clutching his chest. That wasn’t something I wanted to relive every single night. I knew it would pass. Everyone said it would. How long it would take was the question. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared at the ceiling instead of sleeping so I went to the kitchen for a drink of water.  
 
    The house was too still, too quiet for me.  
 
    I should’ve left the TV on in the living room or something so I didn’t feel so alone. Standing there staring out the window above the sink, I saw that I wasn’t the only one not asleep and it wasn’t all that late. It was only eleven, but Zac and our friend from school, Porter… well, Zac’s friend Porter because once again I hadn’t spoken to the guy in four years, were doing something in Zac’s garage.  
 
    I couldn’t see what, but I heard some clanking and them yelling back and forth. However, they weren’t loud enough for me to make out the words.  
 
    When they walked out together, Zac must have told Porter I was back and why because Porter turned toward my house so suddenly that I froze in place, hoping he wouldn’t see me watching them. It was dark, there was no way he could, but that irrational fear still tightened my muscles. 
 
    Porter stood there with his hands on his hips, his shoulders much broader than they had been, while Zac spoke to him quickly.  
 
    I wished I could hear what he was saying, but he was talking so fast that I couldn’t even try to read his lips, even though they were standing in the light from the back porch. Finally, Porter turned back to the garage. I had no idea what that had all been about and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. There was only so much a girl could take. 
 
    I called Mom first thing in the morning as promised and found her to be wide awake, though I’d secretly hoped to get her voicemail. 
 
    “Hey, baby, how are you?” she asked in her mom way to let me know she wasn’t going to listen to my bullshit. It was a skill she’d honed when I’d been in middle school and gotten into some trouble with Zac and Maddie. 
 
    “Fine, I guess. I haven’t really done anything yet.” 
 
    “There’s no rush. What about being back? Is it weird?” 
 
    “I’m in my dead father’s house. A house he didn’t want me in for four years. I’d say yes, weird is a start.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant.” She sighed.  
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” I hadn’t intended to be mean to her. “Zac caught me the first day I got here.” Since she was the shoulder I’d cried on a month after we’d moved and my calls had gone unanswered and unreturned, I didn’t think twice about telling her. 
 
    “And how was that?” 
 
    “He has a kid. Did you know he had a kid?” 
 
    “What? How old?” Her tone made me believe she hadn’t known. That was genuine surprise in her voice. Also, I didn’t think that was something my own mother would have kept from me. Though I didn’t know how my dad had. 
 
    “Almost four. With Maddie Preston. Mom, she was pregnant when we left and they didn’t even bother to tell me.” 
 
    “I guess that explains why she started pulling away before we moved.”  
 
    Mom had the best memory. Maddie had become less and less present not long after I’d told the group I was moving. I’d thought she was seeing someone, which she had been, I guess. 
 
    Mom updated me on where we were with Dad’s will and everything else I didn’t want to know about. Sometimes being a grown-up sucked monkey balls and I was only twenty-one. I couldn’t imagine it’d get better the older I got. 
 
    “OK, well, I’ve got a busy afternoon of TV watching to get to,” I said once there was a moment of pause. 
 
    Mom giggled softly. 
 
    “You know, Laney, you might want to get out of the house. See your old friends. Maybe get an answer or two. Might help.” When I started to scoff, she cut me off. “Look. If you don’t like what they say, then you get to say fuck you and move on. But it might go a long way to getting your friends back.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said, then I hit the end button.  
 
    The problem was she wasn’t wrong. I wanted answers. Yet I also didn’t. Basically, I was a basket case. 
 
    Sitting in the living room late that evening in a pair of khaki shorts and a black sparkly tank top staring blankly at the huge TV hanging on the wall, someone knocked on my door. Out of habit, I’d done my hair that morning. Not sure why since no one would see it but now I was grateful that I’d taken the fifteen minutes to do it.  
 
    I hadn’t expected anyone yet wasn’t surprised when I pulled back the curtain on the small window next to the door and saw Zac in jeans and a dark blue T-shirt. That man could make a potato sack look sexy. His clothes clung to his now well-defined body. Being around him was going to be painful. 
 
    “Hey, Zac,” I said as I opened the door. “Did you need something?” 
 
    “Yeah, I need you to come to Mac’s with me.”  
 
    Crap. It was Thursday night. I hadn’t thought about the invitation since it had left Maddie’s mouth. 
 
    “Ah, sorry. That’s not on the agenda for tonight.” 
 
    “So pencil it in. Everybody’s going to be there. They know you’re back and want to see you.” Each of his hands braced on either side of the door. This was the same face that I couldn’t say no to before and had doubts I could do it now. 
 
    “Everyone wants me there, huh?” I asked. He nodded. “Define everyone, please.” 
 
    “Well, me, Maddie, Porter, Brad, Jay, and Andy.” Yup, that was everyone from high school. Everyone I’d hung out with anyway.  
 
    I really had been the only one to leave.  
 
    I hadn’t been particularly close to Jay or Andy so when I moved, they were the ones I hadn’t expected to hear from again. Porter was usually high, so he might not even have noticed I’d been gone and Brad was a good guy, but we hadn’t hung out outside of the group. Yet he’d actually talked to me the longest after I’d left. 
 
    I’d only Maddie and Zac expected to keep in touch. And they’d been the first not to. 
 
    Sometimes our group had had new members, but they’d only lasted as long as their relationships with one of the guys. Maddie never brought guys around and neither had I.  
 
    “They’re all really excited to see you,” he said, not giving up. Zac had always been really good at convincing people to do things they didn’t want to do and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to do this. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I sighed and let my head drop against the wood. I hadn’t opened the screen door for him and didn’t think I would. “I don’t know how involved with you all I want to get.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” He looked at me, his eyebrows all furrowed. 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know, Zac. When I leave at the end of summer, are any of you going to speak to me again? I don’t really want to relive that particular nightmare.” 
 
    “Listen.” He yanked the outer door open himself. “I’ve missed you every day since you left and I’m not losing you again. I can’t say what those other assholes are going to do, but I’ll call you every damn day if you let me.” He sounded so serious, but I wasn’t sure I totally believed him. Yet part of me wanted to see those guys again. See what they had to say. I’d never been angry with them.  
 
    “Look—” He dropped his voice back to a calm soothing tone. “I know we need to talk. I know. But right now why don’t you come down to Mac’s with me and see how it goes? Laney, I’ll answer any question you have. I know not returning your calls was a shit move. I was an asshole kid. I’m not that person anymore. Besides, if you don’t, you know they’ll all end up on this porch eventually.” 
 
    “Fine.” I rolled my eyes. I hated that he was right about them showing up. “I just have to get ready.” 
 
    He grabbed my wrist when I started to turn. That was the first contact we’d had since I’d been back outside of the shoulder bump in the grocery store. It sent fire throughout my body. Here I’d thought I was over him. Guess I was wrong. Some crushes lasted a lifetime. 
 
    “You look great the way you are.” 
 
    “Yeah… no. I’m brushing my hair and slapping on some makeup. Some things have changed since eleventh grade.” The time when I would have just pulled my hair back into a ponytail or braid and hit the road sans makeup was gone. 
 
    He just smiled, shook his head, then stepped all the way through the door. 
 
    Zac sat on the couch, leaning all the way back with his arms stretched out along the back when I came out of the bathroom five minutes later. Dropping down on the couch beside him would’ve been too much like old times, so I headed straight for the door instead. I didn’t even say a word, but he saw me and he hopped up just as I got outside. 
 
    “Hey, wait,” he called. “Keys. You gotta lock the deadbolt.” He pulled the door shut behind him. I tossed my keys at him so he could do the locking and started down the sidewalk. “Are we walking?” he asked. 
 
    “I am,” I said over my shoulder. It took him no time to catch up and fall in beside me. “You don’t have to. I remember where it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I asked you to come. I don’t mind walking.” 
 
    But there we were again no further than we’d been since the day he’d stopped answering my phone calls. It was like the proverbial giant white elephant in the room that everyone was trying to ignore. They had to know they’d hurt my feelings. This whole thing was so awkward.  
 
    Would they all tiptoe around it the way Zac seemed to be?  
 
    He’d acknowledged the problem at my house but was tightlipped now that we were together and alone. I took a deep breath and stayed on a safe topic. 
 
    “So how’s Dylan?” His kid. He couldn’t be weird about that—or so I thought. Sometimes my logic could be flawed, I supposed. But it wasn’t in this case. 
 
    “Great. He goes to Maddie’s parents’ house on Thursdays. Always has. Or since she moved out anyway. They were going to miss him too much otherwise.” 
 
    “Her parents were always great.”  
 
    I’d even spent some nights there starting in seventh grade. She had good parents like I did. It seemed like the guy’s families were the fucked ones. 
 
    “How’s it going at the house?” he asked, shoving his hands in his pockets like he didn’t know what to do with them. 
 
    “I’ve made zero progress, so there’s that.” I sighed long and hard. “Honestly, I don’t want to do any of it. At all. But I know I have to. Rhian offered to help, but I think that’d be too weird.” 
 
    “Rhian?”  
 
    “My best friend. We met when I started the new school, then ended up choosing the same college. That’s where I stayed on my way here.” I owed him nothing yet wanted him to know that I had moved on and made new friends. 
 
    “Best friend, huh?” I nodded absently. “Why don’t you let him come help you?” 
 
    “Her.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Her. Rhian is a woman,” I explained. He didn’t say another word as we made our way the five blocks to the bar.  
 
    Everyone was already inside when Zac held the door open for me. There was a resounding round of “Laney!” from the guys. Brad and Jay hopped up and put me in the middle of their weird guy sandwich. I laughed so hard at the memories that elicited. It was so them. They’d done that to all of their female friends in high school and hadn’t changed a bit. Porter gave me a quick wave but nothing more. At least with Andy, I got a smile and a wave like he meant it.  
 
    Maddie sat there, giving a small flick of her fingers that I think was supposed to be a wave, and sipped her beer. Reading her wasn’t as easy as it used to be for me. She didn’t look angry but wasn’t exactly happy either. Anxious. Apprehensive. Those were the words I needed to describe her. 
 
    “Well, who the hell do we have here?” Mac’s gruff voice brought a smile to my face.  
 
    He sounded like he’d been smoking three packs a day since the age of five, but to my knowledge, he never touched the stuff. I spun around to face him. Time hadn’t changed him at all. Tall and bald with kind eyes. He wrapped his arms around me, then lifted me off the ground.  
 
    “Laney-girl, I never thought we’d see you around here again. Sorry for the circumstances.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled back. Zac had let everyone know apparently, which helped a ton. “So what’s happening here? Got yourself a wife yet?” 
 
    His laughter came out as a deep grumble. “Please. You know I don’t want to be tied down. What can I get you?” 
 
    “A beer. You pick.”  
 
    He gave a quick nod, then disappeared. Zac yelled that he wanted the same as Mac walked away. 
 
    “Sorry, Zac,” Porter said with a chuckle. “You know you have to be a pretty girl to get any attention around here. We had to have Maddie order for us.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll bring it.” He dropped into a chair that had an empty one beside it.  
 
    I took that seat, but I felt so out of place. They were all talking around me and I tried to take it all in. Mac dropped my drink in front of me then Zac’s in front of him. I sucked it down so quickly that I didn’t even taste it and needed another ASAP. I didn’t know the story behind anything they talked about anymore. Their lives were unfamiliar to the point of being foreign. Given that mine had been so entwined with theirs at one point, it was almost unbearable. 
 
    I hated the distance that hung between us mostly because it was the exclamation point on Zac and Maddie cutting me from their lives. 
 
    “So, Laney, how’s college?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Good. Hard but just one more year. I think I’ll make it.” 
 
    “What’s your major?” Brad asked. 
 
    “Education.” 
 
    “You want to be a teacher?” Zac cocked his head to the side.  
 
    I’d never mentioned teaching—ever. Only because I hadn’t discovered it was my calling until after I’d left East Branch. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s stupid really, but when I moved, I decided to be a teacher with the idea that I’d come back here in hopes of making sure everybody got the chance for a decent education.” The room went silent with only the low melody of whatever music Mac was playing in the background. “Like I said. Stupid.” 
 
    Porter laughed. “I’m pretty sure I learned more from you in history than Mr. Gavin.” 
 
    “Not stupid,” Zac said, ignoring his best friend. “Is that still the plan?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There isn’t anything here for me anymore.” 
 
    His jaw clenched. Who knew if I really would have ended up back home, but at least before I’d still had my dad here. Now there was nothing.  
 
    Zac sat back in his chair with a scowl and worked his way through a second beer. 
 
    “Oh, baby,” Brad snickered. “You always have me here.” 
 
    I snorted back. “Yeah, don’t think so, buddy.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I feel like we have unfinished business.” 
 
    I laughed louder this time. “God, you let a guy touch your boob once and he thinks he’s staked a claim. Trust me, Brad, the moment passed a long time ago.” 
 
    “What?” Zac sat up straighter. “You two hooked up?” 
 
    “Not the way you’re thinking,” I said back. To Zac hooking up meant sex but Brad and I hadn’t even come close. 
 
    “Yeah,” Brad said before I could. “I only sort of got to second base when she shut me down.” 
 
    “I remembered who I was with is all,” I said back with a smile. 
 
    It was all in good fun and the other guys laughed and clapped Brad on the back like I’d burned him good. Which I had. Yet Zac got unusually quiet. Even Maddie tensed up. She knew what had happened between me and Brad, so she shouldn’t have been surprised at all. I’d told her about it back when it happened. We’d been close like that—then. 
 
    After the guys stopped laughing, the mood turned even weirder.  
 
    The air hung thickly between all of us. Zac barely responded when someone spoke to him and Maddie’s eyes danced around the room like she wanted to be anywhere but here. I didn’t need a brick to fall on my head to tell me it was time to go. I’d never planned on staying anyway but if they were going to be fucking weirdos about the whole thing, why invite me in the first place? 
 
    “All right.” I stood as I dropped a ten on the table to pay for my drinks. “I guess I’ll see you guys around.” 
 
    “You’re leaving?” Maddie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, this felt weird to me in the first place. Then it just got weirder. Time to go.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t let it be weird,” she countered. 
 
    “Yet, here we are.” 
 
    Maddie nodded slowly. “I’ll see you soon?” she asked, but instead of answering, I shrugged. I’d make no promises to any of them. 
 
    I got to the door in record time and of course Zac was right behind me. I really just wanted him to leave me alone already. Maybe not for forever, but at least for now. There were too many things going through my head to deal with his guilt over whatever he’d done or his fucking feelings. 
 
    I needed to take care of me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why are you leaving?” Zac asked as he followed me down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Why do you think? You got weird and everything is awkward. I’m not hanging around for that. I’d rather be alone. Besides, you have no reason to be weird around me.”  
 
    I kept walking. He could’ve caught me easily but instead chose to trail behind. 
 
    “No reason?” he snapped. “I just heard that a friend of mine felt up another friend of mine and that didn’t sit so well with me.” 
 
    “Like hearing about your hookup with Maddie?” I called over my shoulder. “Or that you went and had a kid with her? I don’t think so.” I made the next turn so quickly that I might have gotten whiplash if I weren’t so pissed off. Every stomp of my foot against the cement was with purpose. 
 
    “How far did it go, Laney? With Brad. I told you when I lost my virginity,” he called out way too loudly for only being three feet behind me.  
 
    I cringed at that particular memory because I didn’t want to hear about it back then. But he’d been my best friend, so I’d sat there and pretended to not be bothered by the details he’d given me. Zac had treated me like one of the guys; that was the position I’d put myself in. Every one of the guys would have wanted the details, so I’d listened.  
 
    However, I did not high-five him the way Porter had. That would have been one step too far for me. 
 
    “Yeah, I know, asshole. I didn’t need to hear about your first time and her talented tongue. You think that was fun for me?” 
 
    “You were my friend.”  
 
    I stopped dead and spun on him, my voice allowing anyone in a three-block radius to know I was pissed. 
 
    “Fuck you. You were my friend, Zac. At least until I became too inconvenient.” The tears burned my eyes, but no way in hell were they falling in front of him in that moment. “So excuse me if I didn’t enlighten you as to every detail of my life.” I chewed my bottom lip for a moment trying to decide what I wanted to say to him, if anything. “Don’t worry. I won’t be around much longer. I’m just going to hire someone to pack up my dad’s stuff. I should be gone in a few days and you won’t have to see me again.”  
 
    When I tried to get away from him, he grabbed my arm to spin me back around, but I was able to shake out of his grasp.  
 
    “I don’t want that,” he said quietly. “Nobody wants that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Now the tears were making a real play for air. “Well, I’m too fucking lonely to stay here anymore. Without my dad… ” I shook my head. No idea exactly what I was trying to say. All I knew was I needed to get away from him.  
 
    So I left him standing on the sidewalk with a sullen face and, hopefully, a broken spirit. He deserved it and I just wanted to get home to bed. 
 
    Yet when I finally got what I wanted, I lay in bed for hours, but I couldn’t fall asleep. Since it wasn’t going to happen for me that night, and the cooler air was so nice, I went out onto the back porch to sit on the bench Dad had back there. He used to like to sit outside on cooler nights. It was something we did together. He’d put his big arm around my shoulders and pull me into him as we quietly watched the sky. One night when I was twelve, we saw a shooting star and he’d said we both had to make a wish. I’d wished for Zac to like me the way I liked him. Dad confided in me that his wish had been to never lose me. 
 
    I elbowed his side and told him he was ridiculous. He was my dad. Of course he’d never lose me. But his fear, he’d said, was that as I became a woman, I’d have less time for him. To which I promised to always have time for him. That promise was what brought me back to East Branch in the first place. He might not be here anymore but I still had his back. 
 
    Even though in a moment of anger I’d told Zac I was going to hire someone to pack up the house, I knew as the words came out that I couldn’t do it. I’d always had time for my dad and this was no different. He’d hate for a stranger to rummage through his things.  
 
    It had to be me. 
 
    Pulling my knees up, I set my chin on top and stared out into the yard behind the house and wondered if the same people still lived back there. As memories washed over me, the tears I’d wrangled into submission earlier would no longer be held back and I started to cry. 
 
    I mean really cry in a way I hadn’t done in weeks. After the initial shock of Dad’s death, I’d forced myself into control. The feeling of loss wouldn’t go away anytime soon. Now I basically sobbed for several moments before bringing it all back in. Some tears were for my dad, some for me.  
 
    I’d told Zac I was lonely. Why the hell did I do that? He wouldn’t have cared and I shouldn’t have bared myself to him like that. 
 
    As I wallowed in my self-pity, something heavy dropped onto the bench beside me. I wished as hard as I could that it was a bear coming to eat me for dinner, but my luck never worked like that.  
 
    It was Zac. I smelled his soap before I saw him. His arm slid around my back, pulling me into his chest and he just let me cry.  
 
    And I did. A lot.  
 
    His fingers drew small, soothing circles on my back as he let me soak his T-shirt with my tears. I hated that I was crying in front of him. Even more than I hated the things I’d said to him. 
 
    “I don’t want you to be lonely,” he whispered then dropped a kiss onto the top of my head. He’d done that same thing a hundred times before, yet I’d forgotten how comforting that small gesture really was. “I want there to be something here for you, Laney. I’d like to be your friend again if you let me.”  
 
    His words let loose a whole other stream of emotion. He wanted to be my friend, after all this time. I’d been his friend before, but I hadn’t wanted to be. I’d wanted to be more. Still did if I were being honest. The universe was cruel to make me want a guy I couldn’t have, never had a shot of having. 
 
    Once my breathing came back to normal, I wiped my face again but couldn’t look over at him, though. Didn’t need to see him to know he was watching me. He got up, went into the house, and came back with a glass of water that I sucked down with one unflattering gulp after another. I was thirsty and needed to wash down all the tears. Zac sat back running a thumb over his bottom lip while watching me. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I croaked, my voice breaking on the last word. “Didn’t mean to cry all over you.” 
 
    “No problem.” He kept his dark eyes on me until I started to squirm. 
 
    “OK, now that my mental breakdown is over, I think I’ll get some sleep.” I stood to go inside, then stopped. “Why did you come over here?” 
 
    “I heard you crying.” He stood to his full height, not quite a foot taller than me. “And I wanted to make you feel better or at least… be here for you.” 
 
    “Well, thanks. I do feel a little better.” Lie, I yelled at myself while scooting toward the door. 
 
    “Laney… ” 
 
    “Thanks,” I called over my shoulder, slipping inside and locking the door before he could say whatever came after my name. He stood there for a full minute before punching his thigh and walking away.  
 
    Obviously, he had something more to say. I just didn’t want to hear it right then and had to remind myself that I owed him nothing. 
 
    I vowed to steer clear of Zac and it worked for the rest of the week.  
 
    Once again, I was all alone which was only interrupted but a quick chat with my mom and then a longer one with Rhian. Otherwise, I was poised to become the Hermit of East Branch. But really, I needed to get moving on Dad’s stuff so I could get out of town.  
 
    Someone pounded on the front door and I didn’t want to see who it was, but since Zac hadn’t tried to contact me once since that night on the back porch and probably knew better than to come over, it shouldn’t be him. I’d avoided him, but sometime during the second day, I realized he wasn’t all that hard to avoid. Almost like he was purposely making it easy for me. 
 
    Surprisingly, Maddie stood on the other side of the door shifting her weight from one foot to the other with a six pack of beer in her hand. While I wasn’t sure I wanted to open it, I knew that I should at least hear her out. That was the mature thing to do. I wanted answers anyway, so I opened the door. 
 
    “Hey, Laney.” She smiled at me. “Thought we could hang out this afternoon.” 
 
    “And the beer?” 
 
    She shrugged but didn’t look away. “I figured it’d be an uncomfortable conversation, so a little liquid courage would be in order.” She had the whole thing right, but at least she knew what we’d be talking about. Her brown hair was pulled back into a short ponytail. Her hair barely reached her shoulders when it was down, but it was so damn cute. She always had been the cute one. 
 
    I stepped aside so she could slip in past me, expecting Dylan to be right behind her. But he wasn’t. I leaned out of the door to scan my yard and Zac’s but still didn’t see him.  
 
    “No Dylan?” 
 
    “Nah. He’s with Zac. This is grown-up girl time.” Maddie dropped to the couch, pulled a bottle of beer out of the cardboard container then held it out to me. I took it, twisted the cap off and sucked as large of a gulp down as I could. She did the same as I dropped to the other end of the couch. We were both turned to face the other and my jaw tightened. “Where do you want to start?” she asked. 
 
    “Where do you want to start?” 
 
    Maddie clamped her teeth together, her eyes darting around the room before settling on me. She knew what I wanted, but now I wanted to see where she thought this whole problem started. 
 
    “OK, so you knew I hooked up with Zac, right? Before you left?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “He told me.” Because back then he’d felt the need to tell me everything. I used to appreciate it, even when what he told me hurt. The fact that he hadn’t told me she’d gotten pregnant hurt even more. 
 
    “So, timeline. We only hooked up once and I got pregnant. That was January. It wasn’t until late April that I forced myself to go to the doctor and I told him right after.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    She ran her tongue over her bottom lip then gave me a sad grin. “The first thing he said was ‘We can’t tell Laney.’ Sorry.”  
 
    I swallowed hard under her watchful gaze. They’d never intended to tell me. It wasn’t a decision they wrestled with even a little bit. That hurt like a punch to the chest. We hadn’t just lost touch; they’d conspired against me from the start. The urge to kicker her out right then was strong. Doing that wouldn’t give me the answers I still wanted either. 
 
    “We already knew you were leaving by then,” she continued as if that mattered at all. “By the time it sunk in that I was pregnant, it was too late to do anything but have the baby. Not that I would’ve had an abortion.” She groaned. “I don’t know. It just wasn’t an option, so I didn’t have a choice.” She took another long drink, so I did too. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I wanted to hear. That was a lie. I wanted to hear it all. I was done being out of the loop but my stomach turned at the idea of her and Zac. “So we decided not to tell you because you and your mom were leaving,” she said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you guys tell me after I was gone?” That was the million-dollar question. 
 
    Maddie swallowed hard, hesitation on her face. “I wish we had, but you were so different from us, Laney.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” I’d been one of them. Part of their group. They’d been my family. 
 
    “Yes, you were. You are. We knew in middle school that you were getting out of this neighborhood. You were going to do more than what staying here would allow and you wanted to go to college even then. I wasn’t going to college. Zac wasn’t leaving. We all knew this, but you always acted like we could do whatever we wanted.” 
 
    “Why does everyone keep saying that?” I opened a second bottle without realizing I’d finished the first until half the new one was gone. “So because I believed in you guys, I’m the judgmental bitch in all this?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. That’s the thing. You wouldn’t have judged any of us. You never did. But you made us feel like we could do anything and sometimes that’s dangerous in this neighborhood.” 
 
    “Because you could have done anything!” I practically yelled at her, my hands flinging into the air. Everything about this was frustrating as hell.  
 
    “Come on.” She rolled her eyes. “What did my sisters do? Went to beauty school and they do hair. I knew that’s where I was headed and honestly, I was fine with that. We might not have a lot money, but no one is starving. And you had to know Zac wasn’t getting out. You had to know even if he would have followed you anywhere, it doesn’t mean it would have worked.” 
 
    I chose to ignore the comment that he would have followed me anywhere because she was wrong there. He’d been my best friend and I’d been his. You don’t follow your best friend. 
 
    “Then?” I asked. Her eyebrows shot up as she grabbed a third beer. “Did you have a meeting to vote on never speaking to me again? Or was it a spur-of-the-moment decision?” 
 
    “No.” She sighed, sadness replacing any hesitation she’d been feeling earlier. “The closer my due date got, the harder it was for me to not tell you. So I stopped calling. Then I stopped calling you back.” She took another long drink but now she wasn’t meeting my eye. Instead she fiddled with the label on the bottle. “For Zac, I think he just got busy at first. He was working so much because both of our parents insisted that we were at least finishing high school so he wanted to save up money to work less during the school year. Then Dylan showed up a bit early and having a newborn is hard and tiring and insane. I think that it was just easier for him not to talk to you, but you’d have to ask him about that. We didn’t discuss you. It was too hard.” 
 
    “I would have been here for you, Maddie,” I said quietly. 
 
    “I know.” She nodded, swallowing hard, her eyes filling with tears. “Which was another reason I couldn’t tell you. I assumed your dad would say something eventually. Guess that’s a lesson in not waiting for someone else to do your dirty work.” Maddie finally looked at me again. “I can’t regret Dylan because I love that little guy more than life, but I am sorry that we didn’t do better. That I hurt you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once Maddie and I each finished off our third beer each in a couple of hours, we were nowhere near drunk enough. But we could pretend that our inhibitions were down, pretend we were comfortable with each other. 
 
    We talked about my dad, which didn’t hurt as much as it had. Maybe the alcohol helped the pain or it could’ve been that for the first time in a long time, I was reliving good memories. It wasn’t about his death or anything sad. We laughed to the point of almost tears. I filled her in on my senior year. That I’d gone to prom with Greg Wilcox. Even grabbed one of Dad’s albums to show her a picture of him. I didn’t owe her any of this but for some reason I wanted to tell her. 
 
    “Wow, he’s hot,” she said with approval. He was that clean-cut, all-American guy. Played three sports… the whole deal. Totally not my type. I’d known that when I said yes to going with him. “So, is it true what they say? Everyone has sex on prom night?” she asked as I brought us each a huge glass of water to counteract the alcohol, though we’d been sitting there talking so long, I hardly even felt the drinks anymore. 
 
    Laughing, I shook my head at her. “I don’t think you and I are quite there yet, Maddie.” 
 
    Her back straightened and she sat up taller. “You said yet! Does that mean you’ll forgive me and we can be friends again? That eventually we will be there?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, then blew it out slowly.  
 
    “I’m working on it,” was the best answer I could give her. “When you guys stopped talking to me, I didn’t have any new friends yet and it hurt. It hurt a lot. I didn’t expect to keep up with most of the others, but you and Zac… ” I shook my head sadly. “I didn’t see it coming. It’s going to take me some time.” 
 
    “I can accept that. It’s not a no.” Maddie smiled and while she tried to make it a big one, it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I really am sorry, Laney.” She kept looking at me with shifty eyes that said she wanted to ask another question, so I twirled my finger in a circle to tell her to get on with it. I might not answer, but she could ask anything she wanted to. “You weren’t upset that I hooked up with Zac, right? When he told you? I mean, Brad and Porter said some things that made me question it for like a second. And there were times that I thought you liked him, but when we talked, you swore you were just friends and that was all you’d ever be. We talked about it a couple of times, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, we did. I wasn’t upset,” I lied right to her face.  
 
    It had bothered me back then because I’d wanted to be with him, but that feeling had frown familiar, so it hadn’t hurt too much. She was right, too. We’d talked about it and I’d insisted Zac and I had just been friends. That part was on me. 
 
    “I mean, he told me he didn’t have sex with many people, but I figured that was a line,” she continued. “Lots of girls claimed to have tamed him at least for a while.” 
 
    “He didn’t have sex with most of them,” I said. Her eyes bulged. “Back then he didn’t anyway. He told me freaking everything, Maddie until… ” Nope. Not going down that path again. “Anyway, he didn’t go all the way with most of them. He’d go down on them and them on him, but full-on sex—he had a much lower number. I wouldn’t know about now.” 
 
    Maddie cringed. “I sure as hell wouldn’t know. ‘Course, he didn’t tell me shit back then, so I guess nothing’s changed.” 
 
    We laughed again, the sound becoming more common to my ear, but I had to get off the topic of Zac because feeling the way I was, it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that I’d spill my guts about my feelings for him back then. Yes, I stressed to myself, it was in the past. But questions still lingered in the back of my head. I’d just leave those for another day. 
 
    “Well, I better go get Dylan.” She glanced at the clock on the wall and stood up. “Yup, almost dinner time.” She moved toward to door. 
 
    “I’m sure Zac doesn’t care.” He seemed like such an involved dad, what little I’d seen of him with his son. I wanted to get a better look because him being a dad was surprisingly sexy as hell. 
 
    “He doesn’t, but I don’t like to take advantage.” 
 
    I walked her out onto the porch, where we found Zac and Dylan playing in his front yard. Maddie approached them as Zac lifted his son in the air. The tiny giggles were music in the air. That was a happy kid, even though he’d been brought into this world by two teenagers in a poor neighborhood. It warmed my heart to see.  
 
    Zac’s head snapped up to me. I was leaning on my forearms on the porch railing, watching the little family they’d created. Once again, my emotions were torn.  
 
    I was happy they were somehow making their crazy situation work but sad because it once again reminded me of everything I’d missed out on and that Zac was a teenage crush and nothing more. This time I couldn’t stop the tears from pooling in my eyes and had to swipe a finger under each eye so they wouldn’t trail down my face. Zac’s gaze narrowed on me, so I gave him a brief smile, then went back inside. 
 
    On Saturday evening, the weather was so nice outside that I didn’t want to stay holed up in the house. At least not for a little while. I’d been back two weeks, had made no progress on anything except maybe a friendship with Maddie, and decided it was time to lose myself in the slightly erotic romance novel that Rhian had forced me to take when I stayed the night there on my way here. 
 
    The thick plastic chair on the front porch was more comfortable than it looked as I hunkered down and immersed myself in the hero and his woman. And man, was that hero a dirty talker. 
 
    “Hey, Laney.” Zac’s voice came out of nowhere.  
 
    My head snapped up as if he’d know what I was reading merely because I was looking at it. He jogged by the house, giving me a quick glimpse of the tattoos he hadn’t had the last time I’d seem him without a shirt. One in the middle of his back, one on his chest, and of course the one that liked to peek out the arm of his shirt. I also didn’t know he’d become a runner. But just as quickly as he appeared, he was gone again and I submerged back into the dirty talking alpha. 
 
    Minutes passed until I heard, “Hey, Laney.”  
 
    This time I was ready for it. “Hey,” I called back, not looking up. 
 
    Then again five minutes later. “Hey, Laney.”  
 
    When I looked up from my book this time, he was running slowly backward while smirking at me in all his sweaty sexiness. There were some things about Zac that had changed since I’d moved away because I was pretty sure he had not been the owner of that chest and abdomen when we were teenagers. Maybe it was the influence of the dirty talking alpha, but things got tingly all over. 
 
    “Turn around before you fall, you fucking weirdo.” I may have called out a bit louder than I’d intended, but I wanted him to hear me. Mrs. Johnson across the street gasped, then went inside her house. Hadn’t realized she was out there. Oops. For my effort, I was rewarded with a deep chuckle I heard even after he turned the corner.  
 
    It stayed with me and maybe I smiled a little. 
 
    His next time around, the sound of his feet hitting the pavement softened and slowed, which made me look up from my book. He was walking toward my house with his hands on his hips as he tried to catch his breath, his chest rising and falling rapidly, all of his tanned skin on display. 
 
    “Hey, Laney.” 
 
    Smirking, I shook my head. “I think I’ve heard that once or twice today.”  
 
    He smiled widely at me. His hair was a mess and his entire body glistened. It did something to my girl parts. 
 
    “Yeah.” He draped his arms over the railing, tall enough to see over the damn thing when I barely could. “How’d it go with Maddie today?” 
 
    “She didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “Ha, no.” He shook his head. “She wouldn’t.”  
 
    Their relationship perplexed me. They were parenting a child together but didn’t appear to talk about anything personal. At all. As curious as I was, no way in hell was I going to ask. 
 
    “Pretty good, I think. We got a lot of things off our chests.” 
 
    “That’s good.” He stared at me for a full minute until I raised an eyebrow as a challenge. Him watching me made me uncomfortable. “Do I get a chance?” he asked. 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “Apologize. Explain. Try to make you my friend again.”  
 
    He had a point, I supposed. If I was going to try to forgive her, then he should get the same chance. Especially after the other night on my back porch. He’d said he didn’t want me to be lonely and truth be told, my old friends were the only people who could help with that right now. I was a little lost and a lot lonely being back home. I could call Rhian, she’d head right over without me having to ask, but she still wouldn’t understand what it was like being back. 
 
    “I suppose.” I shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal, even though my heart was pounding so hard against my chest that I thought he might be able to hear it. 
 
    “Want to get something to eat?” Shit he didn’t waste any time. 
 
    “Tonight?” I wasn’t sure if I hoped he’d want to do it tonight or another night. Tonight was so immediate. 
 
    “Unless you already ate, I’d like to go tonight. That way you can’t change your mind about going.” 
 
    “I haven’t.” I answered a little too quickly, making that little grin reappear on his face. “Eaten. I haven’t eaten.” 
 
    “Give me twenty?”  
 
    I nodded, wishing he had said thirty because I wasn’t ready at all. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Zac knocked on my front door. Luckily, I was still a low-maintenance kind of girl, meaning I was somehow able to pull myself together in those twenty minutes. A quick finger brush of the hair with a few added curls, sweeping my bangs to the side, a couple of dashes of makeup and a soft pink summer dress, and I was ready. But I did grab a jacket because I didn’t know where we were going or how chilly it would get. Before I opened the door, I took in a long, deep breath. This was Zac. The same guy he’d been before for the most part and yet I was nervous to spend time with him.  
 
    Butterflies in the stomach and everything. 
 
    Part of me just wanted to get it over with and forgive him so things could be somewhat normal. The other part hoped I never did. 
 
    I’d forgotten how much I liked looking at him since any pictures that included him or Maddie had been shoved into a box and thrown into Mom’s basement long ago. But man, did I like looking at him. And there was that whole being lonely thing. I didn’t like that at all. 
 
    “Hey.” He smiled.  
 
    I stepped through the screen door, making sure to remember to lock the deadbolt behind me. 
 
    “So, where we going?” I asked as we walked toward his old Nova. He’d had the same car since before he’d gotten his license. It needed work then but looked fantastic now. Zac and Porter spent more time than I could count tinkering then eventually fixing the car up.  
 
    “I thought we’d grab some food and head over to the pond.”  
 
    The pond. Hangout spot for everyone in high school. It had been an illicit place to go years ago, but before I moved, the city bought it and turned it into a public place for swimming since there wasn’t another one for miles. They had lifeguards during the summer because the thing was big and deep. But there was no swimming after dark, which meant it’d be pretty vacant for us. 
 
    “Sounds good.” I’d agree to wherever he wanted to go and didn’t like that fact one bit. This teetering between wanting to pull him closer and push him away was tearing me up inside. 
 
    We made the drive without talking much except about what we should take with us to eat. He’d suggested Diego’s and I bounced in my seat with excitement. Diego made the best Mexican food I’d ever eaten. That was a no-brainer. I waited in the car while Zac grabbed tacos. He insisted that if I went in and Diego saw me, we’d never get out of there, so I stayed put. 
 
    We drove the rest of the way with the windows down to enjoy the night air before Zac pulled into the lot and shifted into park. I hadn’t been here in years so I followed his lead. He stopped when we approached a picnic table not far from the swimming area, where a trio of lifeguards were finishing up their nightly duties.  
 
    The three guys were still clearly in high school and they were laughing at something one of them said before coming over toward us. 
 
    “Remember no swimming after seven,” the blond one said over his shoulder as they walked away.  
 
    Zac nodded as an answer as I took the first bite of my taco. I wasn’t swimming either way. 
 
    “Oh, how I missed Diego’s tacos.” I moaned with my eyes closed.  
 
    They were so delicious. I was pretty sure it was a recipe that had come down like a hundred generations. Slight exaggeration. It was like a Mexican party in my mouth that I couldn’t get back home. 
 
    “Like the tacos, do you?” Zac asked with humor in his voice. 
 
    “Yes. I wish there was something like this near campus.” 
 
    “How is school?” He took a huge bite of his own dinner. 
 
    “Fine. Like I said at the bar, it’s hard. That last year of high school was really tough. Roosevelt was a decent school, but my new high school was insane.” Our high school may have been named after a president, but I was pretty sure they weren’t educating a future one, no matter what they said. “But things have been going well. I just have to figure out what I want to do after next year now.” 
 
    “Teach, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but where?” I asked. His dark eyes settled on me while he slowly chewed another bite. “My original plan might not be the best one anymore. When I decided that I wanted to come back here to teach I just assumed Dad would be here and I could be close to him again. Now… ” I shrugged. 
 
    As we ate, we talked about that last year of high school, though I was careful to avoid mentioning how he and Maddie had impacted that year for me. That talk would come.  
 
    He hadn’t gone to Homecoming or prom because it wouldn’t have been fair to go while Maddie stayed home with the baby, he said. Truth be told, I didn’t think any of us had thought we’d ever go to prom anyway. The kids from the other side of town, the rich side of town, would have monopolized the night. I’d only gone because Rhian had insisted and Greg had asked. 
 
    “OK,” he said, balling up the paper that had once held his last taco and stuffing it back in the bag. We each took a long drink from our bottles of water before I pulled a breath mint out of my small red purse. I didn’t want to have taco breath. Zac reached across for one as well. “Now that you’ve been fed it’s time for the heavy stuff.” I couldn’t help but snort at him remembering how grumpy I got when hungry. “Laney, you might not believe this, but I didn’t want to stop talking to you at all. I hate that I hadn’t heard your voice in almost four years until you showed up here.” 
 
    I wanted to believe him but there was still work to do on that front. “Then why did you?” 
 
    He sighed, crossing his arms on the table in front of him. “I didn’t want to tell you about Maddie and I’m incredibly stupid. I thought if you didn’t know, then you couldn’t hate me.” 
 
    “Why would you think I’d hate you? I knew you’d been with Maddie and I didn’t hate that.” Liar. I’d hated it all right, but I hadn’t hated him for it. If I’d never told him how I’d felt, how could I get mad at how he lived his life? 
 
    “Yeah, but this was different. This was life-changing.” Zac took a long drink and I tried to ignore the way his throat moved as he swallowed. “I love that little guy, but everything changed when he came along. I kept telling myself I’d call you when things slowed down to explain, but they didn’t slow down for a long fucking time. By then, I figured you wouldn’t want to hear from me because I’d waited so fucking long.”  
 
    Thinking about what it would’ve been like if Zac had called me years later, I decided that I would’ve hung up on him without hearing him out. Being hurt the way I had been made me a little mean for a while. 
 
    “How’d she get pregnant?” I asked. He narrowed his eyes and cocked his head to the side. “Don’t be an idiot.” I smacked his arm. “I thought you were always careful.” 
 
    “We were. Nothing’s a hundred percent, apparently.” He bit on that plump bottom lip for a minute. “I’ve missed you,” he said quietly. “And I’m so sorry for not manning up back then. For being such a fucking pussy. I didn’t want to disappoint you.” 
 
    “You did that anyway.” 
 
    He nodded and swallowed hard as if he was swallowing back all of his emotions. “I know. I hope that’s something you’ll forgive me for because I was being completely fucking serious about not wanting to go back. I’ve missed you every damn day. I hope you missed me a little too.” 
 
    This was the moment. The point that I needed to decide just how honest I wanted to be with him. My mom’s voice played over in my head and I knew the ball was in my court. These had been my people most of my life. I wanted them back. Had always wanted them back. In whatever capacity I could get them. But they’d frozen me out. 
 
    “Maybe a little,” I admitted. He started to smile, so I had to drop him back down a peg. Couldn’t have him getting cocky. “A teeny tiny bit after I imagined all the ways I could cut your balls off.” 
 
    A low laugh rumbled from his chest. “You were thinking about my balls.” 
 
    I scowled at him. “Don’t push it.” 
 
    “So what was your favorite?” 
 
    I pretended to think about that for a minute, tapping my finger against my chin before saying, “Lawnmower and weed whacker were tied.” 
 
    Zac cringed. “Ouch. I’ll try to never piss you off again.”  
 
    His words got me to smile, an actual full one that I meant. It was the first time that being with him felt like it had before I moved.  
 
    Just like with Maddie, I wasn’t all the way there, but I was going to try to claim my friends again. However, if they ever did anything like this to me me again after everything I’d been through, I was heading to the nearest home improvement store for a weed whacker. I’d figure out a way to use it on Maddie. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I asked. He nodded. I figured while those two were trying to make amends, I could get the answer to every question I’d ever asked myself. “Why’d you hook up with Maddie in the first place?” His eyes narrowed again. “I’m just saying,” I continued, unabated. “The three of us hung out together most. Well, you and I hung out the most, but next would be her, then the rest of the guys. What if I hadn’t moved? Wouldn’t it have been weird?” All these questions fell from my mouth before I could stop them. 
 
    “Yeah.” He ran a hand through his hair, stopping to wrench at the back of his neck as he searched for whatever words he was trying to find. Maybe whatever words that would make me understand. “This is such a dick answer, but I’m not going to lie to you, Laney. She was there. I was pissed off that you were leaving, even though I knew you would be eventually. It just seemed too soon, and I couldn’t imagine senior year without you. And it’d been a while if I’m being honest. I just… wanted to let off some steam, I guess. Please tell me that doesn’t piss you off.” 
 
    Well, yeah it does. A little.  
 
    She’d been there, that was true, but I’d been there, too.  
 
    I must’ve been an even better actress than I’d thought if neither Maddie nor Zac, the two people who probably knew me better than anyone, were so easily convinced that I looked at him as a friend only. Maddie had asked me many times over the years if there was something between him and me, If I had feeling for him, and I’d always insisted there’d been nothing more than friendship. Her mistake was trusting that I’d been telling the truth.  
 
    Because I’d been lying through my teeth for so long it felt like the truth. 
 
    “Not pissed,” I said instead. “Just curious. Every guy wanted her, but she never seemed your type.” 
 
    “Trust me. She wasn’t.”  
 
    Pushing up from the table, I headed down the path because I couldn’t sit there any longer with him looking the way he was. Like I’d been time-warped back four years and was looking at the boy I’d fallen for at fourteen years old. 
 
    I wasn’t that girl anymore. That girl hadn’t had friends drop out of her life. That girl’s father was still alive. I’d grown. Matured. And yet … 
 
    “Hey, wait up,” he called after me.  
 
    The air off the water had just enough chill in it that I had to pull my hoodie on. It felt nice being out there in the dark with the moon sparkling off the water. I had no idea how long we’d been here, but the sun was gone. 
 
    “So, tell me.” He fell in step beside me. “Who was your first serious boyfriend?” 
 
    “You really want to know about that?” I had the sneaking suspicion he was talking about sex because in the old days I would have told him about it without hesitating. Now there was so much hesitation. 
 
    “We’re friends, right?”  
 
    I glanced over at him and said, “Eh.” He’d have to keep guessing if we were friends or not. 
 
    He chuckled then said, “Laney.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re just talking boyfriend, as in a guy I dated, I’d have to say Greg Wilcox. Went to prom together senior year.” 
 
    His jaw tightened and he shoved his fists into his front pants pocket. “How long did that last?” 
 
    “I started dating him around Halloween and broke up just before college, so ten months,” I said matter-of-factly. He nudged my arm with his elbow. Oh, he was so talking about sex. “Stop that. I didn’t sleep with him.” I fought the small mischievous smile that threatened to give me away. “I’m still a virgin, Zac.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zac made a noise in his throat as his steps didn’t falter, they stopped. He came to a dead stop in the middle of the sidewalk as I kept walking. I got pretty far ahead of him, trying to hold my laughter in before I heard the slap of his shoes as he ran to catch up. 
 
    “Sorry. Did I shock you?” I asked, keeping my perfect composure. 
 
    “Uh… yeah. Sort of.” He shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “Just kind of hard to believe.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I wasn’t sure how much longer I be able to keep from laughing in his face. 
 
    “Well, for starters, you look like… ” He moved his hands in front of me to indicate my entire body. “This. Secondly, you’re funny and great. I’m surprised some guy hasn’t snapped you up and kept you hidden in his room.” 
 
    “‘Snapped me up’?” I stopped to look up at him my hands briefly on my hips before I gave him a good hard push. “You’re an idiot. I’m not a virgin, moron. But no one has ‘snapped me up.’” I used air quotes on that last part.  
 
    The look on his face was priceless. It was good to know that Zac’s mind still worked the same way. The things going through his head when I said I was a virgin were things I shouldn’t want to know about but part of me did. 
 
    “That was mean,” he said, then he broke into a smile, making him look exactly like the boy I’d left four years ago. “But I deserved it.” 
 
    “As if you care,” I said before I could stop myself.  
 
    His smile fell, then he took a step closer to me. “Of course I care.” Zac pushed a piece of hair back behind my ear.  
 
    It was such a small, intimate gesture that tiny pulses of excitement skittered through my body, settling in the important parts. I needed to man up, as he’d put it, or find a way to get over my crush on this guy. 
 
    “Why’d you kiss me that summer?” I asked quietly. It happened the summer before our sophomore year. He’d already done a lot more than kissing than me and as soon as I asked, I’d wished I hadn’t. 
 
    “You said you thought Drake Shilling was going to kiss you and that you were really nervous because you hadn’t kissed anyone. So, I offered. You took me up on it.”  
 
    What he’d said was a completely accurate retelling of what had happened, but that wasn’t what I’d meant. 
 
    “No. I mean why’d you offer? Did you just not want me to be nervous? Did you want me to know what I was doing so I didn’t ruin it for him? What?” 
 
    Zac rubbed a hand over his clenched jaw. “I’d rather not talk about that.” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest and pursed my lips, waiting for him to give me something more than that. “Fine.” I threw my hands in the air, turned on my heel and walked away from him. If nothing else, he was frustrating me more than what I could tolerate for one night. “I thought you wanted to be friends again,” I called over my shoulder. I could feel him behind me, so there was no need to turn his way. To give him that satisfaction. “I thought you’d answer any of my questions because you wanted things to be as close to how they used to be as we could get. But apparently, you’re still picking and choosing what you want to talk about. Fine. Whatever.” I kept going until he grabbed my wrist and yanked me to a stop. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he demanded. 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    “You’re not walking.” 
 
    “Well, I think riding with you is a bad idea.” My voice had come back down to normal because I didn’t feel like yelling anymore. 
 
    “God, Laney,” he said running his hands through his hair with as much frustration as I felt. His face was clearly tightly controlled yet behind his eyes, he was at war with himself. 
 
    Maybe the battle was about telling me the truth or to let me walk off into the night alone. I didn’t know. But then he groaned and came a step closer, and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. It wasn’t too often someone got the best of him in any way.  
 
    Clearly, I had. 
 
    He dropped his hands and took a step toward me. 
 
    “You want to know why I offered to give you your first kiss? You want the truth? Because if I tell you and you walk away… I don’t know what I’ll do.” 
 
    My heart thudded against my chest. “I want to know,” I whispered. 
 
    “Because I couldn’t stand the thought of that asshole getting it. I couldn’t stand the thought of him getting any of your kisses. I couldn’t do anything about that. But I could do something about him getting your first.” He took a deep breath, closing his eyes tightly before opening them back up. “You were nervous. I knew I could offer to help you without being the douche best friend making a move on the girl next door. You could’ve said no, and I would’ve handled it, but you didn’t. Then you asked how good you were and, so help me God, Laney, I fucking lied right to your face.” My eyebrows shot up in surprise. None of this was what I’d been expecting but he kept going before I could utter a word. “I told you that you could use some pointers to make it better.” 
 
    “How was that a lie? I didn’t know what I was doing.” 
 
    He stood to his full height. His back was rigid, so I took a small step back to see something other than his chest. Something inside me said that I needed to see his face when he answered. 
 
    “The fuck you didn’t. That was the best fucking kiss I’d ever had. Still is. You didn’t need me to show you what to do, but I told you that you did just so I could kiss you again. I’m an asshole. A selfish asshole. The question is: Now that you know, are you pissed?” 
 
    I stood there blinking. Rapidly.  
 
    If he was saying what I thought he was saying, then I was kind of the asshole. I’d made sure he and everyone else had known how deep in the friend zone he was just so they wouldn’t find out how I really felt. All because I’d known he hadn’t felt the same way.  
 
    Or I thought I knew. 
 
    “So?” He folded his arms over his chest as he waited. “Are you pissed? Going to buy that weed whacker?” 
 
    A laugh burst out of my mouth. Loudly. I couldn’t help it. The ridiculousness of this entire situation was too much for me to handle anymore. My hair fell in my face when I doubled over from the growing pain in my stomach. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you find this funny,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, Zac.” I heaved in a breath. “If you knew everything, you’d be laughing too.” I swiped a finger under each eye to wipe the tears that had started to fall. Yup.  
 
    I found it that damn funny. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Oh.” I started walking away while still facing him. Distance between us was probably a good thing. “Just that I’d been half in love with you since we were fourteen.” His reaction silenced any humor I found in what was happening between us. The concern on his face—gone. Any humor—completely gone. Hard, clenched jaw—completely present. 
 
    “What?” He closed the gap between us. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m surprised no one ever caught on to the ‘she doth protest too much’ thing. I spent so much time trying to convince everyone that you were just my best bud that I actually succeeded.”  
 
    Dad had never fallen for it. He’d been sitting on the porch with me one day when Zac brought a girl back to his house when his parents hadn’t been home. I’d tried to play it off, but Dad had known better and promised that I had his confidence. He’d never betray me and apparently that had been true even after I’d moved. 
 
    “I… I don’t even know what to say about that,” he said.  
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t looking for a response from him. “All I meant to say was that you could’ve kissed me at any point and I wouldn’t have pushed you away. I wanted that first one with you, which is why I was so nervous about Drake.” 
 
    Zac ran a hand down my arm until he got to mine. “Were you nervous with me?” 
 
    This time, I wrapped my arms around my midsection, partly to have something to do and partly for some imaginary protection. 
 
    “No.” My voice was barely there. “But you’re Zac.”  
 
    His gaze became so hard against mine that I could feel its weight on my skin. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could stand there under it. 
 
    “We wasted so much time,” he said but I wasn’t sure I was supposed to hear it. He’d said it like he was talking to himself. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” 
 
    “Mostly mine,” he admitted. 
 
    “Mostly?” That’s when the irritation strung back up. If I looked at it objectively, I would’ve known that I did deserve some of the blame for our situation back then because I didn’t make my feelings clear. But everything from the time I moved on was on him and fuck this. If we talked about the situation anymore tonight, I didn’t think it’d end well. “I don’t want to talk about this.” 
 
    “Let’s get you home then,” he said just as quietly as I’d spoken. 
 
    The only other words that we spoke that night was the good night when he walked me over to my house.  
 
    That wasn’t the Saturday I’d expected. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I decided to tackle the garage. Throwing myself into a little physical labor to get all my thoughts in order seemed like a good idea at the time and I couldn’t continue to just sit around doing nothing. The house wasn’t really all that big, yet I’d made such little progress. The garage seemed like the safest place to start. The place with the least amount of memories for me. Plus, there shouldn’t be anything out there that I wanted to keep, which meant just bagging things up and taking it to the trash. 
 
    I still hadn’t gone inside his bedroom. I’d tried once, but my hand never turned the handle. And I hadn’t touched the attic, either. It was small and strictly used for storage, but I just couldn’t do it yet. Even the idea of the memories there was crushing. 
 
    With my hair pulled into a knot at the back of my head, wearing an old T-shirt and shorts, I pulled that garage door open. On the up side, Dad had liked to park his car inside, which was something I needed to consider. It wasn’t an attached garage but still offered more protection than the driveway or the street where my Jeep had been sitting because I’d wanted an easy getaway when I arrived. But since he’d liked parking in there, it wasn’t as full as it could have been. There were things stored in the rafters that I didn’t want to think about. Honestly, I didn’t want to think about any of it. It was so unfair, but it was time to put on my big girl panties and get to work. 
 
    A large red tool box sat in front of a stack of boxes, so I needed to move it. While it should probably have rolled, I didn’t think it’d been moved in a decade and even with my full weight behind it, it barely budged. I pushed again, giving it everything I had. Still nothing happened. 
 
    “Ugh!” I yelled at the stupid thing, kicking it twice. Probably regret that later. 
 
    I wanted this to be easy, something I could do quickly where I didn’t have to think about Dad out there tinkering with anything. Instead, my life was a clusterfuck of a dead dad and finding out that I guy I’d wanted so badly I could taste it in high school had maybe wanted me back then too, if I read into the best kiss thing he’d said. 
 
    What the fuck ever. I was done for today. And the loud frustrated scream I released let everyone else in the neighborhood know I was done as well. 
 
    “You OK in here?” Zac was leaning against the frame of the garage door when I spun around to see who’d broken into my solitary misery. I had no idea how long he’d been standing there watching my little meltdown and I couldn’t be bothered to care. 
 
    “Fucking peachy.” 
 
    “Whoa.” His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Must be serious. You pulled out the F-word.” 
 
    “I’m so totally not in the mood today, Zac.” I hadn’t even showered that morning because I knew I’d be getting dirty in the garage. I felt gross. I wanted to wash my hair and mostly wanted to stop feeling like a whiny-ass kid. I could maybe do something about that last bit. 
 
    “OK.” He stood to his full height and shoved his hands into his pockets. I’d been seeing him do that a lot but didn’t remember him doing it before. Maybe it was a nervous habit he’d gained in the years we hadn’t seen each other. “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Want to clean out the garage for me?” I asked, but not seriously. 
 
    He shrugged. “I can do that.” 
 
    “I was kidding.” Though I’d gladly pay him every cent I had to do so I didn’t have to. I wasn’t actually thinking someone else should do this for me. 
 
    “I’m not. I can get Porter over here to help me. It’d probably take a few days since we have to work tomorrow, but it’d get done.” He wet his lips. “I’ll do whatever I can to help you, Laney.” 
 
    My eyes closed to keep the forming tears back. It was sheer relief I was feeling, and I didn’t hesitate to take him up on the offer. If he was willing to do it, I’d be willing to let him. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered once I’d pulled myself back together. Then I tossed him the key to the garage. All I wanted now was that shower. “Oh, hey, Zac.” I turned back to him on my way inside. He was still standing right where I left him. “If there’s anything in there that you want, you can have it. Or sell it. Or eat it. I don’t care.” 
 
    “Laney, your dad had some valuable tools and old parts. You should sell them, or I could do it for you, but it’s all yours.”  
 
    My head was already shaking before he finished. Those were not the kinds of things I wanted from my dad. 
 
    “I’m serious, Zac. Put it in your parts store fund. You’re doing the work and I promise that I don’t want any of it.” He as going to argue some more. I could see it on his face. “You know that my dad would give all this shit to you himself for that store if he could. You know it and I do, too.” 
 
    Finally, he gave in and nodded so I could go make friends with the hot water in the bathroom. 
 
    And boy, did that shower give me an entirely new outlook on the day. It was like I was washing away grime I hadn’t even realized I’d been carrying on me. With my hair clean, I felt human again. Yesterday had been exhausting physically and emotionally. My mind hadn’t stopped replaying what Zac had said at the pond.  
 
    Or how he’d said it.  
 
    Or how he’d looked when he’d said it.  
 
    Or how he’d looked just standing there in the moonlight.  
 
    My brain seemed to be Zac-obsessed. Not that I could blame it. He was even hotter than I remembered. 
 
    The only imperfect part of my reprieve was the pounding on my front door as I stepped out of the shower. Groaning, I wrapped a towel around my body while shaking my hair out a little. It wouldn’t really change how I looked, but I couldn’t help it. No way did I want to answer the door with my hair slicked back onto my head and whoever was out there was interrupting me. I wasn’t interrupting them. 
 
    Zac’s mouth held part of the way open like he’d already been saying something as I swung the door open. Whatever it was got swallowed back down when he saw me. His eyes tried to stay on mine, but they traveled my towel-covered body quickly, stopping at the swells of my breasts. I could’ve sworn I heard a small hiss of air between his teeth. 
 
    Keeping a smile at bay, I said, “Did you need something, Zac?”  
 
    His gaze snapped back up to mine. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I just wanted to let you know that Porter and I are going to get started. In case you hear us out there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He stood there another thirty seconds before walking away. Once the door shut behind me, I let that smile loose. Oh, there had been definite interest in his eyes. Even he couldn’t hide that. I may have danced my way back to the bathroom. 
 
    As they worked on the garage, I changed into shorts and a T-shirt then did a little cleaning inside and made a list of calls to make in the morning. After thinking about it, I decided to have all the utilities changed into my name since the house would be mine within the month and I don’t know… something about taking his name off things seemed right. 
 
    Truth be told, I hadn’t decided for sure if I wanted to sell the house just yet. That had been my intention at first, but if I did come back here for a job as I hoped, it’d be convenient to have a place to live. Something I wouldn’t have to worry about. Dad probably would want me to move to a nicer area, but the longer I stayed, the more I realized that this really was home. I could always rent it out until graduation. 
 
    Plus, Maddie and Zac were in my life again, along with Porter, Brad, Jay, and Andy. The last three I’d only see occasionally, so they didn’t factor in. But the other three… 
 
    By the time I looked up from my list, it was almost lunch time. I went into the kitchen to make the guys something to eat because they were doing me the favor. The least I could do was feed them. I didn’t have much in the kitchen but was able to pull together peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and grab a bag of chips along with a few bottles of water to take out to them.  
 
    I just set it in the shade on the back porch because I wasn’t eating in the garage and the sun was hot. 
 
    “Are you guys hungry?” I asked, startling the both of them.  
 
    They’d definitely been working. I almost wished I wouldn’t have said anything right away because the way Zac’s muscles strained across his back was something I should’ve watched a little longer and appreciated. Neither of them were wearing shirts and both only had basketball shorts hanging low on their hips. I didn’t care about Porter’s hips, but he had totally filled out since high school and probably had several happy women somewhere. 
 
    “I could eat.” Porter left the garage first. 
 
    He got to the porch, dropping into the only single chair. I came up second with Zac behind me. He lagged behind since he’d gone back for his shirt. Zac handed me a plate with a sandwich before taking one for himself, then offered me some chips, which I declined.  
 
    I was barely hungry as it was.  
 
    Porter started chattering about things they were finding in the garage, but I couldn’t be bothered to listen. I just didn’t care. Zac sat next to me on the bench he’d held me on the other night. That was where my attention was. 
 
    “Laney… ” Porter drew my name out, letting me know he’d been talking to me. 
 
    “What?” I snapped to attention.  
 
    But Zac didn’t let that go. He nudged my arm with his elbow. 
 
    “You OK?” he asked quietly, even though Porter would’ve been able to hear him either way. 
 
    “What? I’m fine.”  
 
    “I asked about your dad’s car.” Porter looked from me to Zac then back again, his blond curls falling onto his forehead. 
 
    “Oh. My mom’s husband is selling it for me. I have the Jeep, so I don’t need it.”  
 
    The Jeep Mom, Mitch, and Dad had bought me used a year ago so I could get back and forth to school easier. I’d tried to tell them not to because they were already paying for school, but they wouldn’t listen. It was a newer used car and in great shape. Mitch got them a hell of deal, Dad had said. 
 
    “Your mom got remarried?” Zac asked, looking back down at me. 
 
    “Yeah, like a year and a half ago. Coming up on two years.” 
 
    “How is he?” 
 
    “He’s… He’s Mitch. He’s a good guy. An accountant, so he’s incredibly boring, but Mom loves him and he’s not creepy and doesn’t try to be my dad, so I’m fine with him.” 
 
    Porter spent the rest of lunch talking about the woman he was dating. Apparently, she was a stripper, which turned him on. His words, not mine.  
 
    Zac shook his head when his friend said that.  
 
    But that was Porter. Good-looking, great body, even a decent personality. Those baby blues had sucked in girl after girl in high school and the dark blond hair to top it off almost left them defenseless. However, I was surprised to find out that he hadn’t procreated by accident along the way. Because Porter had been the high school man-whore. He’d put his penis in just about anything back then and from the sounds of it, he still would. 
 
    Yet it was Zac who’d ended up the teenage parent. 
 
    They went back to work while I cleaned up after us. It was the least I could do. Just as I was finishing up, Porter called out to me. He was in the open door of the garage when I turned around with Zan leaning against the jamb.  
 
    “Hey, Laney,” Porter called again. “The other night, I forgot to say how good you look these days.” His smile was infectious. He may be a man-whore, but he was such a boy, I couldn’t help but return the smile. 
 
    “Thanks, Porter,” I said, shaking my head. He’d always said stuff like that to Maddie and me. The sexual innuendo and blatant comments were nothing new. Though I hadn’t heard the sexual innuendo since I’d come back. 
 
    “And by the way Zac is studying your ass, I guess that looks good too.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes bulged at Porter’s comments. Zac turned to him, clasped a hand around the back of Porter’s neck with a loud slap, spinning the both of them around. I was able to get a glimpse of Zac and his shy grin before they disappeared in the garage. 
 
    They worked hard out there the whole day, with the only interruption being me bringing them drinks every hour or so. But it was getting close to dinnertime and I hoped they’d quit soon. Otherwise, I’d start to feel bad. Then I remembered that Porter had said he was going to see his… whatever she was to him, at work and I knew they’d be done soon. Just as I had that thought, someone knocked on my door. 
 
    Sweaty Zac stood there. Over his shoulder, I noticed Porter walking back toward his car parked in front of Zac’s house. 
 
    “Thanks, Porter,” I called out. 
 
    “Yup! See you tomorrow night.” He waved over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah,” Zac’s voice brought my attention back to him. “We’re going to get back to it after work tomorrow and might finish up.” 
 
    “Thank you so much. I can’t tell you how much I didn’t want to do it. Don’t want to do any of it honestly.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to sell any of it for you?” 
 
    “Nope,” I told him. “It’s yours. I’ll just be happy to park in there when it’s done. I’m surprised my tires haven’t been stolen yet.” 
 
    He chuckled quietly. “It’s not that bad around here.” 
 
    “I know. I was joking.” 
 
    We stood looking at each other through the screen door, but my brain was flashing neon lights at me that said, “He Was Checking Out Your Ass!!” I had to control myself not to lose it right in front of him. A weirdly loud cackle right then might have been off-putting. And disturbing for both of us. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, “do you have an open night this week?” 
 
    “Um… ” I sighed dramatically. “I’m not sure. You know I’m usually horribly booked up. Why?” 
 
    “I’d like to take you out. But if you’re going to bust my balls about it… ” He shook his head and started to walk away.  
 
    I pushed through the screen door to stop him. “Wait… Zac… I was kidding.” 
 
    “So was I.” He turned back with a huge grin. 
 
    “I’m wide open.” I flinched before all the words got out of my mouth. What a horrible way to put it. “I mean any night works for me. Or the weekend.” 
 
    “It’s my weekend with Dylan. I don’t go out when I have him.” 
 
    I think I swooned a little right there. He really did try to be a good dad and god damn, that was sexy. As if he needed any help. 
 
    We agreed to wait and see when they got the garage done since that had become a priority for him. I didn’t mind. It meant I could look out the back window and catch a glimpse of him working away. 
 
    They finished on Tuesday, but Zac had to work later than normal on Wednesday because he had to drive an hour away to part out this old car that had been brought to the junk yard owned by Joe’s friend. So he was taking me out on Thursday. Yes, I’ll admit it did something to my insides to know that he felt the need to let me know what he was doing, where he’d be. 
 
    Not because he had to tell me but because he wanted to. 
 
    He hadn’t said it was a date, so I wasn’t going to act like it was, but I felt close to him again as if the last four years hadn’t happened. Or at least like we were making up for it. Obviously, it had happened and there were still little moments when we were talking where he mentioned something that occurred during those years and he’d throw me this apologetic look. It was something we needed to discuss at some point because guilt wasn’t going to get us anywhere. 
 
    I saw Maddie in passing a couple of times and she always stopped to chat, but we hadn’t hung out again since that day at my house. It was all totally normal, which kind of freaked me out. 
 
    Zac picked me up Thursday evening and took me out of the neighborhood to eat. We went to a bar and grill quite a bit nicer than Mac’s. I devoured a burger and fries like it was going out of style. It wasn’t a date, after all, and Zac did the same thing while telling me about his parents. It seemed odd that he hadn’t mentioned them in the almost three weeks I’d been back. Hell, he’d barely said anything about his sister. It was time for me to ask. 
 
    “How are your parents?” I took a huge bite of my burger so he’d have the choice of not answering and leaving us in awkward silence or manning up and giving me the details. 
 
    I knew he’d choose the ladder. 
 
    “Mom and Dad moved in with Aunt Gloria about a week after graduation.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She’d been sick for a while and wasn’t doing so well on her own. Mom only stayed here to get me to graduation. She said that was most important. But once school was done, there was no reason to stick around.” 
 
    “So they just left?”  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “How’s your aunt?” 
 
    “She died that summer, but they stayed up north. Said they liked it better there. Got their own place so I talked to our landlord and got him to transfer their lease into my name so I wouldn’t have to move. It’s cheap and I needed somewhere decent I could bring Dylan.” 
 
    “Do they see him often?” I asked. 
 
    “As often as they can. Especially now that being up north has chilled my dad the fuck out. Or maybe it was not having kids anymore. I don’t know.” 
 
    It always made me sad that I’d had something Zac never did. A dad who cared. Even though I hadn’t lived with my dad in years, I always knew I could’ve turned to him for anything and I’d talked to him all the time. Almost daily. 
 
    But for Zac, it was especially sad since he was a guy and didn’t have that person to turn to. To ask questions about being a father himself. To teach him the things dads are supposed to teach their sons. 
 
    Hell, my dad taught Zac how to drive. How to tie a tie for Homecoming in ninth grade. How to stand up for what’s right. 
 
    “What else would you like to do?” he asked, bringing me out of my memories of us as a kid as we walked back to his car. 
 
    “I’m so full, I don’t know if I could do anything else,” I admitted. He snorted but didn’t like the answer. His face fell and his jaw set to stone. “How about we go to my house and watch a movie or ten?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” His face softened back to normal. 
 
    When I got home, I went directly to my bedroom to change out of the skirt I was wearing into a pair of comfortable shorts and a tank top. I felt like I could never eat again and needed clothing that was more forgiving. 
 
    After agreeing to a comedy, we settled onto the couch beside each other. 
 
    “Hey, thanks for dinner,” I said before it started. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He hadn’t looked at me when I spoke, so I knew something was up. Zac typically made some kind of eye contact with the person speaking, at least with me, he did. Not this time. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I hit pause and waited for his answer. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. Cocking my head to the side, I narrowed my eyes on him because I didn’t believe nothing was wrong, intending to stare until he caved. “I think I did this wrong,” he finally said. 
 
    “Did what wrong? I had fun and will continue to have fun once this movie starts. I heard it’s really funny and I haven’t seen it yet.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m talking about.” He shook his head but still wasn’t looking at me. So I put my hand on the opposite side of his face and forced him to turn toward me. It took a few seconds before he lifted his eyes to mine.  
 
    “Then what?” I asked once I could finally see him. 
 
    “What is tonight to you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand the question, but I thought we were hanging out. Trying to get back to something similar to what we used be. But correct me if I’m wrong.”  
 
    And he was being confusing. We were trying to be friends again and I thought the night had gone well. At dinner it had almost been like old times. Not quite, because there was still this weirdness hanging between us, but I hoped that with enough time it would pass.  
 
    I wanted it to pass. 
 
    “Then I did it wrong,” he said again. 
 
    “Quit talking in guy and tell me what the hell is going on.” 
 
    He sighed, closed his eyes, then sat himself all the way up and turned so I could see him better. Or maybe so he could see me better. I wasn’t sure which. 
 
    “I should’ve made it clear that I wanted tonight to be a date. I like you, Laney. Just as much—actually more than before. I mean, I know you know that I’ve always loved you because you were my best friend, but I like you.” He reached out and brushed a bit of my hair back behind my ear. If the person you want to date doesn’t know it’s a date, that’s the first clue that you’ve fucked it up.” 
 
    There were a lot of words in that confession, most of which I think was like, but I understood the words he was saying. He’d always loved me as his best friend, but he liked me the way a guy likes a girl. Not as only friends. 
 
    Just because I understood the words and their meaning didn’t automatically make my brain compute them.  
 
    “You wanted tonight to be a date?” I asked out loud though mostly meant it for myself as I processed.  
 
    Dear lord, my heart was going to pound right out of my chest. How embarrassing it was the way he could make parts of me lose control with a look or a few words. Or this seemingly innocent confession. 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    He tried to look away, but I placed my hand onto the side of his face a little harder than necessary to keep his eyes on me. With no idea of what came over me, I leaned in quickly, acting before I could think it through or talk myself out of it. Or allow sixteen-year-old me to freak out and ruin the moment. 
 
    I pressed my lips softly against his.  
 
    At first touch, his hand fisted in my hair at the back of my neck. Two more soft kisses and I had to climb closer. His other arm snaked around my waist, holding me to his chest as he licked my lips open at the same time. When his tongue stroked mine, it was like I was fifteen again being taught how to kiss by the hot guy next door. 
 
    Only so freaking much better. 
 
    His skin felt like heaven against mine. His lips and tongue were skilled in a way that made me not want to think about it. 
 
    I was the one to break the moment only because I had to breathe but I didn’t move too far, as both of our chests rose and fell with excitement and pleasure because he’d wowed me with that one kiss. I could only hope that I’d wowed him right back. 
 
    “Then it’s a date,” I said breathlessly. 
 
    “Then it’s a date,” he agreed before letting me go and tucking me into his side as we returned to watching the movie. 
 
    And I’d just kissed Zac, best friend, hot guy next door, lifelong crush. And not because he wanted me to know what I was doing. 
 
    Because he’d wanted it as badly as I had. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I might’ve had the best first date of my life with Zac. Once I knew it was supposed to be a date. I couldn’t get my mind off the fact that I had kissed Zac the way I’d dreamed of for years. Even when we weren’t talking, it was hard to keep my brain from floating back to that kiss. 
 
    Especially when I was asleep. I kind of hated that I loved it so much.  
 
    Before he left last night, Zac only dropped a completely chaste kiss onto my lips. He did have the look of a man who might’ve wanted to give me a little something more. But he decided to be cautious. Gentlemanly.  
 
    My brain was still trying to make sense of going from thinking I’d never speak to Zac again to kissing him on my father’s couch in the span of a few weeks. 
 
    The next morning, I woke earlier than I needed to given this was my summer vacation. I stood in the kitchen drinking a glass of water when I heard Zac’s back door shut loudly. Not like he slammed it. No. That was just the sound the door had made our entire lives. You had to pull super hard to get a good close. I watched him from the window, feeling like a total creeper, as he went to the garage, got his car out, and shut the garage door. Then he looked over suddenly and I dropped into a squat to keep him from seeing me. No reason for anyone else to know about my stalker tendencies. 
 
    The car door shut and the engine roared to life. As the sound got further away, I knew I could stand up without outing myself. However, not two minutes later, I got a text that said, “You look beautiful in the morning.” 
 
    “Doh!” I slapped my hand over my face. Of course he saw me. I groaned and tapped out my reply. “Have a nice day.” Grrrr. 
 
    I spent the day giving the house a good old-fashioned cleaning. The normal things like dusting and vacuuming but as I went through each room, I began the job of cleaning out drawers. In my bedroom, I also pulled all the boxes out of the closet and pulled them out into the dining room. Every single thing had to be looked at, otherwise, I wouldn’t know if the box contained something I wanted to keep or not. Each time I opened a lid, I had no idea what to expect but still I slowly went through each one. 
 
    Turned out that everything that had been in my bedroom closet was just there for storage. Christmas decorations, a few random things for other holidays, and things that pertained to me. Items any parent probably had shoved in a closet somewhere. My old stuff was the easiest to part with because it didn’t mean anything to me. Maybe my kindergarten finger paintings meant something to him but still I had no intention of keeping any of it.  
 
    That project took more than half the day. Hours spent taking a trip down memory lane and anything I thought Mom would’ve wanted, I piled into separate boxes then dragged the rest out to the garage for trash day. However, on my first trip out, I realized I hadn’t gotten the key back from Zac. Who was at work. And would be for several more hours.  
 
    So, change of plans.  
 
    I did a quick clean-up, splashing cool water on my face and brushing my hair quickly before heading out to the grocery store.  
 
    I pushed the cart up and down each aisle slowly, making my choices and dropping things into the cart. I was only one person. As I turned the corner in aisle five, my cart almost slammed into another.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said honestly as I looked up and found Maddie smiling widely. 
 
    “Hey. Getting groceries?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been cleaning all day and decided I probably should be able to eat too.” I glanced around her to see if she had Dylan with her but alas, she seemed to be alone. 
 
    “Right? I wanted to get ahold of you anyway,” she said in a way that made my stomach tighten. Wasn’t sure I was ready for whatever she wanted to say. “We need to hang out soon.” OK, much better than I was expecting. 
 
    “Uh… ” I swallowed hard. 
 
    “I know.” She stepped closer to me. “This is weird. The whole thing is weird, but I’d like to try to make it right. We’ve known each other since forever and it’s not like I’m talking about tonight. I have a date tonight.” 
 
    Yeah. But they’d decided to not be part of my life anymore. Instead of throwing it in her face, I said, “Sure. We can try that sometime.” 
 
    “Excellent. I have to run right now. This is just my lunch break and Dylan needed some things before he goes to Zac’s.” 
 
    “Bye.” I didn’t intend to scurry away from her so obviously, yet I did and all I could do was hope she hadn’t noticed. 
 
    I finished getting the necessities and by the time I got home, it was almost six-thirty.  
 
    Zac’s car was already in his driveway when I got home and I assumed Dylan had been dropped off which meant, I was going to avoid Zac until Monday. Things were still too much in the air for me to be spending time with his kid and that decision wasn’t mine to make anyway.  
 
    Until I was walking through the dining and caught my toe on one of the damn boxes. “Son of a motherfucking bitch,” I yelled to myself. Nope. Wasn’t going to do this another day. A quick trip next door to get the garage key couldn’t hurt anything.  
 
    After jogging across the driveway that separated his house form mine, I knocked and his door swung open in front of me. 
 
    “Hey.” His surprise turned to a grin. 
 
    “Hi. I didn’t want to interrupt, but—” 
 
    “Don’t be silly.” He pushed the screen door open. “Come in. We’re just about to play some after-dinner video games.” 
 
    I stepped in to find Dylan in his pajamas bouncing on the couch in excitement. 
 
    “Hi.” He waved in that excited way kids did. 
 
    “Hi, Dylan.” Damn, that kid was cute and looked just like Zac had when we were kids. “So.” I turned to Zac. “I want to put some boxes in the garage, but someone didn’t give me the key back.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, sorry. Forgot.” He disappeared into what used to be his room. No idea if it still was. While I waited, I did a quick glance around the house that was almost a second home to me. Not because of how warm and welcoming it had been before, far from it, but Zac and I had spent so much time there. His parents had worked a lot, so we’d all hung out here most of the time. I’d expected it to look the same, like everything else in East Branch, but it was markedly different now. 
 
    Much more Zac. Much less strained family.  
 
    “Here ya go,” he said with the key in his outstretched hand. I took it and slipped it into my back pocket. 
 
    “Thanks.” He gave me a quick nod and as I was about to say goodbye, his phone rang and cut me off. Even by the way he said hello, I knew it was work. 
 
    “Well, Dylan is already here, so I don’t think I can make it.” He paused, his eyes stopping on my face every few seconds. “Alright, alright. I get it. Let me see if Maddie can come back for a little while… Yeah, I understand.” 
 
    When I’d seen her at the store, Maddie mentioned having a date. Could’ve been an overnighter for all I knew. Might not be excited to leave that for Zac to go to work. Then again, maybe she wouldn’t mind at all. I had no clue how they worked things out or what their schedule was like.  
 
    I waved my hands until he told his boss to hold on a second and muffled the phone against his chest. 
 
    “I can stay with him,” I whispered. 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yeah, I mean, if it’s OK with you that I watch him.” Because who knew what their agreement was when it came to such things. 
 
    His brows furrowed.  
 
    “Why wouldn’t it be OK?” he asked. Shrugging, I didn’t put those feelings into words. He watched me for a good long moment, then turned back to the phone and said, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Zac went over to the small table by the door, grabbing his keys and shoes, then dropped onto the nearest chair to tie them. “An old car came into the salvage yard Joe’s friend owns. Since it’s late, he wants me to go with him to part it. That place is crazy on the weekend, so he doesn’t want to wait until tomorrow.” He stood. “Are you sure you don’t mind?” He glanced over at Dylan. 
 
    “No. It was my idea, remember?”  
 
    “Dylan.” He went over to his son and dropped down in front of him. “I have to run out for a bit, OK?” 
 
    “Ok, Daddy.” 
 
    “My friend, Laney, is going to stay with you while I go is that good with you?” 
 
    Dylan glanced from him over to me then back and shrugged. “Sure.” 
 
    “You’re going to be on your best behavior, right?” Zac asked. Dylan nodded emphatically. “Alright. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Zac dropped a kiss to his son’s forehead before standing to his full height and coming over to me. He looked from my eyes to my lips and back again, a signal that he’d really like to kiss me again. 
 
    But he didn’t. Instead, he took a couple of steps back, putting unwanted space between us. 
 
    “I’ll be as quick as I can, OK?” 
 
    “Aww… ” I smiled. “You know the way to a girl’s heart.”  
 
    Zac snorted, shook his head, then went out the door, locking it behind him. Such a safety nut. 
 
    At the last minute, Zac called out that bedtime was at eight, so we spent the next half hour playing some kind of racing game on the game console. I sucked at all those games. But he was having fun and kicking my butt until almost eight when he asked if we could just watch one show before he went to bed.  
 
    I agreed because honestly, I had no idea how his parents said no to that face. And that was a perk of being a babysitter. I got to do things that the parents didn’t.  
 
    Like bend the rules. 
 
    As the show continued, Dylan crawled onto my lap, leaned back against the arm of the couch, and fell right to sleep. Well, he was too adorable to interrupt, so I sat there without moving. And because I hadn’t been sleeping well, somewhere along the line, my eyelids became too heavy to keep open. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something on my lap moved which made me snap my eyes right open. Zac was there lifting Dylan off me. I let him without a word because I didn’t want to wake the kid, but as soon as Zac rounded the corner, I hopped up and stretched the tight muscles of my back and neck. Sitting up wasn’t the most comfortable way to sleep. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” I said as soon as Zac came back. “I suck at babysitting, apparently.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Laney.” He laughed. “That took longer than I thought.” I noticed that he had already cleaned up as well. It made me wonder if he’d done that before he’d come home or as I lay there asleep. “I try not to work when I have him, but sometimes it can’t be helped. The parts will make Joe a few thousand dollars; plus, it’s overtime for me.” 
 
    “OK, so I’ve got my key. I’m gonna go.” 
 
    “What’s the rush?” He blocked my path. 
 
    “I just figured you would want me to go. Dylan’s here.” 
 
    “I never want you to go.” He sighed. “Come here.” He leaned back until his ass rested on the arm of the chair. He put his hands on my hips and pulled me in between his legs. “If you’re going to leave, then I’m going to kiss the hell out of you before you go,” he said. I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t before because I’ve never brought a woman around Dylan and kind of froze, honestly.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal. I wasn’t expecting it.” I hadn’t been until he started looking at my mouth like he wanted to own it. Then it was all I could think about. 
 
    “He’s literally never seen me kiss, hold hands… anything with a woman because there hasn’t been anybody worth the effort and, yes, I know that’s another dick answer.” 
 
    “I can understand that. I’m not as fragile as you seem to think.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think you’re fragile.” 
 
    The look in his eyes kept my words on the tip of my tongue. When his head dipped down and his lips touched mine, I forgot whatever I wanted to say anyway. It wasn’t important since the soft glide of his tongue against mine was too delicious to be distracted from. His hands left my hips to cup my face and tilt it back, giving him better access. I wanted to drown in his taste.  
 
    Once he pulled back, he said, “Man, I could spend my whole life doing that.” 
 
    “Just that?” I smiled up at him. 
 
    “Definitely not just that.” He wrapped me in his arms again. With a gentle squeeze, I was right up against him. Not even air between us. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I asked. He nodded. “When did things change? Because I swear to god you never even gave me a second look before I moved. I’m pretty sure I could have plopped down on the couch buck-ass naked and you wouldn’t have noticed.”  
 
    His low chuckle warmed my blood. 
 
    “Trust me when I tell you I would’ve noticed.” He got quiet for a minute and bit his bottom lip like he did when he was thinking. “I don’t think it ever changed, Laney. I always noticed you but got really good at pretending I didn’t. I think you got good at it, too.” He brushed a bunch of hair off my shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes again. “Remember the dress I wore for that bonfire at the pond junior year? You said that was the ugliest thing you’d ever seen. That was not pretending.” 
 
    I just wanted him to be honest with me. Sure, it bothered me that he’d clearly found Maddie hot back then and not me, but I could handle it now. I’d gotten used to it. 
 
    “It was ugly,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “It was blue. You’re favorite color.” 
 
    “Yes, but you were going with Evan Fields.” 
 
    “So the dress was ugly because of who I was going to be with?” I asked. He nodded with a smile. “Boys make no sense.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” he said. Shaking my head at his answer only made him laugh. “OK, I’ll tell you a secret. Should help make you believe what I’m saying. Do you remember the bikini you wore the summer after eleventh grade? Your last summer here? You wore it all the time,” he explained. I nodded.  
 
    I remembered it because Maddie and I had shopped for new suits together and it had taken forever for us to find the perfect ones. But I didn’t get why he remembered.  
 
    “It was blue and white.” he said. Again, I nodded. “I beat off to the memory of you in that for a long time.”  
 
    “Zac!” I gasped, slapping a hand over my burning face. 
 
    I couldn’t believe he’d just said that. Instead of acknowledging it, I pushed his chest like I was going to back away, but his arms remained steel around me and didn’t let go. 
 
    “I’m serious. Laney, you in that suit got me through a long, cold winter.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot.” 
 
    “The fact that I had a picture of you in it was even better. Didn’t have to go off memory alone.” 
 
    “You did not.” I tried so hard to think of any time that summer I might’ve had my picture taken in the bikini and couldn’t come up with even one. 
 
    “Sure did. Still do, actually. That girl Brooklyn, the freshman, took a million pics that summer so I asked her copies. Luckily, she had one great one with you, me, and Porter.” 
 
    “Wait. You were in the picture, too?” 
 
    “Was I?” He cocked his head to the side, a smile playing on his lips.  
 
    “That’s what you just said.” 
 
    “I don’t recall seeing me.” 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is there was no change. This is how I’ve always felt. As a matter of fact”—he tapped his chin like I had before to show he was thinking—“I might have to pull that one out again.” 
 
    “OK, now that you’ve gone completely off the rails, I’m going to go.” When I tried pushing away from him, he still didn’t let me go. 
 
    “Or, if you have the time, we could sit outside for a while. It’s really nice out.” 
 
    Even better. Going back to an empty house wasn’t exactly the thing I wanted to do most tonight. Partly because I didn’t want to leave Zac and partly because I didn’t want to face the house alone. 
 
    On the front porch, Zac had a couple of thick, white plastic chairs that I could imagine him sitting on with his friends like we used to. Or him with Dylan out there looking at the stars because he seemed like that kind of dad. Before I sat down, Zac moved two of them close together so we’d be side by side. 
 
    The neighborhood at night was somewhat peaceful, if not totally quiet. Noise from a few parties down the road or even a few blocks away reminded me of the nights where I’d lie awake with my window open excited for a time when I’d get to go to those parties. The one closest to us was getting rowdy and, at some point, the police would probably show up.  
 
    Zac didn’t let go of my hand the entire time as he told me about what had been happening in the neighborhood since I’d left. Some of it I knew because Dad kept me updated a little.  
 
    I’d known that Mrs. Saunders down the street had kicked her husband to the curb two years ago, finally, because of his cheating. I hadn’t known that Darby Collins, a girl in our grade, had died right after graduation from a drug overdose. Everyone knew Darby had been into some heavy shit, but she wouldn’t listen to anyone. It had only been a matter of time. Still made me sad. 
 
    Zac’s fingers played with mine, tickling the sensitive skin on the inside of my wrist as if he’d done it a million times before. Like an afterthought, something he didn’t decide to do and yet was doing. 
 
    “Come here,” he said, patting his lap. Climbing over, I was hit with another one of those surreal moments. I’d longed for Zac to look at me the way he was right then. Now that it was happening, my heart wanted to jump out of my body. I draped my arm casually around his shoulders and sat sideways and hoped he wouldn’t hear the erratic thumping of my heart against my ribs. “I missed you, Laney,” he said softly. 
 
    “I wasn’t even two feet away.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant.” His eyes were so intense that I didn’t dare look away, even if that was my inclination. “I missed you so fucking much but got good at ignoring it.” With that, he clasped a hand to the back of my neck and brought my lips down to his. He devoured me, owned me, stole my breath completely. That hand slid around so that his thumb began stroking my cheek. It was a small move but one he executed so well that I sunk down into him further. 
 
    The other hand that had been loosely wrapped around my waist slid up under my shirt, making contact with my back. Zac groaned into my mouth, turning everything inside me into mush. I was pretty sure he could’ve stripped me bare out there on the porch and done whatever he wanted. 
 
    I wouldn’t have complained. 
 
    “Oh, so this is how it is now, huh?” Porter’s voice in the night made me jerk away and hop to my feet so quickly that I smacked the back of Zac’s head with my wrist. Just hard enough to let me know it happened but not enough for permanent damage. “I can see why you didn’t want me to come over after Dylan went to bed.” 
 
    “Then why did you?” Zac hadn’t moved.  
 
    He acted like our friend catching us making out was the most normal thing in the world. It wasn’t. Now everyone would know. Not that I wanted to hide whatever was happening between us, but maybe we could’ve waited to go public until I figured out what exactly this was.  
 
    “Well, asshole,” said Porter, “I was walking down to Andy’s and happened to see the live show.”  
 
    My face burned. “OK, well, bye,” I said, spinning quickly to get away from the both of them. 
 
    Zac’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist so immediately that I didn’t have the chance to take a step. Then he stood and moved in close to me. 
 
    “Is it OK that people know?” he whispered into my ear, his breath feathering my skin. 
 
    I nodded because Porter knowing wasn’t the issue exactly. The surprise of him coming out of the darkness was what got to me. Although exactly what Porter knew was beyond me. I wasn’t even sure what was happening here, so how could he have been? A conversation for Zac and me was in order… but later. 
 
    “Are you okay with it?” I whispered back. 
 
    “Hell, yes,” he said softly, then he kissed me twice before letting me go. 
 
    “Night, Laney,” Porter said, not even trying to cover the laughter in his voice as I passed him. 
 
    “Night, Porter,” I said, flipping him off over my shoulder.  
 
    His laughter echoed in the night. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Over the next two weeks, Zac worked so much overtime that I barely got to see him and when I did, it was too brief for either of us. On the weekend, he had to drive Dylan up to his parents. It was a prearranged plan and I sure wasn’t going to stand in the way. 
 
    While he was gone, he’d send me random, funny texts and some messages that made me swoon. Nothing overly dirty. Unfortunately. He did say he missed sitting on the front porch with me or missed my smile. Or that he wished he could see what I was wearing to bed. 
 
    Maddie sent messages as well. I answered every single one but had to push through my hesitation when she suggested we go out. Rip off the Band-Aid, my mom always said.  
 
    I met her at this steakhouse on the other side of town for a Paint it, Take it that she’d said she always wanted to try. 
 
    “You’re here!” Maddie’s voice rose up above all the others in the restaurant.  
 
    “I am,” I said back, not matching her excitement at all. 
 
    She led me to a backroom where I found a horseshoe shaped setup. Easels and chairs and cups of paint. This was going to be awful. I was definitely no artist. Still, she kept us moving until we settled into two empty spots side by side.  
 
    Maddie looked over and said, “Thank you for doing this with me. I’m so excited.” 
 
    “Just don’t expect greatness out of me,” I joked. 
 
    The instructor began speaking which quieted us both down. I might not do a decent job with this beachscape, but it wouldn’t be because I hadn’t paid attention.  
 
    Three hours later, Maddie and I were walking through the parking lot with our paintings in our hands. It had been more fun than I thought it would be and it did give her and I a chance to hang out without any pressure. We could talk without having to talk. 
 
    “Mine is awful,” I told her as we approached our cars. 
 
    “It’s not about the result. It’s about the experience.” 
 
    “You can say that because yours is awesome.” 
 
    She looked at it again then back to me. “It is pretty good.” 
 
    “It’s amazing, Maddie. While mine looks like a tornado that hit a nuclear reactor that was already melting down.” 
 
    She giggled into the night with made me do the same. Maddie’s laugh had always been contagious. 
 
    “I’ll see you later, Maddie.” 
 
    “Night.” She waved as she slid into her car. 
 
    I thought she might’ve been about to ask me to do something else but three hours together was enough for a first try. 
 
    The heat and humidity that took over Michigan in July could be oppressive. Sure, it wasn’t like in the south, but in East Branch there weren’t a ton of ways to cool down. People who had air conditioners at home rarely used them. Couldn’t afford to.  
 
    The Richards Park pond got super busy. When it got really hot, someone would inevitably release a fire hydrant to shower the kids with water. And somehow, magically, I hadn’t had to mow the grass once in the time I’d been home. Just when I thought it was time to mow, I’d come home and it would be. 
 
    I knew Zac was doing it and I would properly thank him for that at some point, but I had yet to catch him. I didn’t leave the house too often, though I was trying to get out a bit more and explore the place I used to call home and he must’ve been taking advantage of that. 
 
    When I was a kid, my parents would take me right to the outer edge of East Branch to an open field behind the VFW hall to watch the Fourth of July fireworks from the city. We’d make an evening of it, taking a cooler and snacks and a blanket to spread out. I could run around with my friends. It was kind of like a big neighborhood picnic.  
 
    As I got older, the teenagers sat away from our parents, but we were still all together. I hadn’t thought about that tradition until the afternoon of July 4th when I saw the neighborhood families packing up. It brought on a wave of sadness that I’d been able to avoid for a while. 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” Zac slid in beside me on the porch where I’d been to watch the activity of the neighborhood, his hand gripping my hip after he wrapped an arm around me.  
 
    I blinked away some tears and a couple of deep breaths later, I was able to answer him. 
 
    “Just… memories, ya know?”  
 
    Zac glanced up and down the street. 
 
    “Is this going to be too hard for you?” he asked. I looked up at him, my face scrunched together in confusion. “Going to the fireworks. I know it’s been a while, but, Laney, it’s exactly the same as it always was.” 
 
    “The fireworks?” 
 
    “At the VFW.” He looked down on me with concern.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I said with more annoyance than the situation warranted, but it was like he was talking in circles. 
 
    “Laney, the fireworks. I already have the car packed up.” 
 
    It took around thirty seconds for me to realize what he was saying. My bottom lip started to tremble. “You’re taking me to the fireworks?” 
 
    He smiled widely at me. “You didn’t think I was going without you, did you?” 
 
    Actually, I had. I totally had, but no way in hell was I admitting that. It could hurt his feelings and I didn’t want to mar the occasion. Instead, I smiled and pushed to my feet so that we could get to the hall. 
 
    When we arrived, Jay, Andy, and Brad were already there claiming our spot. Porter got out of his car at the same time as we did. Only he had a taller-than-me fake blonde on his arm, whom he introduced as Nicole. Her shorts were really short, which Porter seemed to appreciate, and her shirt just barely came to her navel. And she wore cowboy boots. It was a look not everyone could pull off. The boots stuck out like a sore thumb. We were city people, but if I looked like her, I probably wouldn’t care, either. 
 
    The idea of me wearing cowboy boots anytime, let alone in July made me snort. Zac narrowed his eyes on me with a tiny, almost imperceptible, grin on his face, like he was trying to figure out what was going on in my head. I tried shrugging him off, but his gaze became more intense, so I looked at Nicole’s boots pointedly, then back to him with a smirk. 
 
    His full laugh brought Porter over to us. 
 
    “Am I missing something?” he asked, helping Zac pull the larger cooler on wheels out of his trunk. 
 
    “So many things, buddy,” Zac said through his laughter. 
 
    Once we were situated within our designated area—designated being the square feet Jay and Andy had coordinated off for us—Maddie joined us with a pretty energetic kid on an obvious sugar high right behind her. Dylan slammed into Zac with enough force that Zac had to take two steps back to keep from falling. The kid talked so fast that I couldn’t understand what he was saying. Zac seemed to, laughing then put him back down with a ruffle to his hair. Maddie sighed, then followed Dylan back away from us. 
 
    She looked tired. Hell, I was tired from the forty-five seconds Dylan had been near us. 
 
    “She’s not staying?” I asked. 
 
    “She’ll be back. Dylan wanted to watch the fireworks with his cousins this year, then spend the night at Lisa’s.” Lisa, Maddie’s older sister, had just given birth to her first kid the year before I left so Dylan had a cousin close in age.  
 
    After a few minutes, Maddie joined us again. “Holy fuck, I love that kid more than anything in this world, but he has too much energy.”  
 
    Zac agreed, but I could only smile because I didn’t know what it was like to raise a kid or try to keep up with a four-year-old full-time. That was their shared experience and I wasn’t a part of it. 
 
    Since we still had some time before the show started, Maddie convinced me to do the promenade, to which I snorted. It was what we used to call the walk around the field that people always did to either meet up with old friends or show off how little they were wearing or even to rub a new boyfriend in the ex’s face. Zac and Porter stayed behind to get everything set up. 
 
    It was fun for the most part. You got to see people you normally didn’t have time to. You could catch up. The only hiccup being that every once in a while, we’d get someone stopping us to let me know how sorry they were about my dad. I appreciated the thought but at the same time didn’t really want to think about the fact that he wasn’t there with me. 
 
    After almost an hour and the twentieth person to stop us because they hadn’t seen me back in the neighborhood yet, an arm snaked its way around my waist. We’d just passed a group of rowdy high school guys, so I was about to put the fear of dismemberment into whichever one had dared to touch me when I turned to find Zac holding me tightly.  
 
     “Are you trying to stay away as long as possible?” he asked, pulling me against his body harder. 
 
    “Yes. You’re terribly boring.” 
 
    “Hey, unhand my friend,” Maddie said once she noticed I wasn’t walking beside her any longer. 
 
    “She knows about us?” I whispered for only him to hear. 
 
    “I told her so you wouldn’t have to and asked her not to say anything to you about it.” He turned his head her way and called out, “She was my friend first.” 
 
    I’d met Zac at whatever age you start playing outside. Maddie, I hadn’t really known until middle school. So he wasn’t wrong. I had been his friend first. 
 
    “But we’ve done girl talk. That makes up for years of friendship.” Maddie narrowed her eyes and dropped a hand to her hip, challenging him.  
 
    “Trust me. There’s nothing you two have talked about that we”—he waved his finger between him and me—“haven’t.”  
 
    Another truth. 
 
    “Well, I—” she started. 
 
    “Girls, girls,” I said. “You’re both pretty. Now can we get back before the fireworks start?” 
 
    They both burst out with a laugh loud enough to startle the old couple closest to us. But we did head back, Maddie babbling a mile a minute, not paying any attention what-so-ever to the fact that Zac held my hand the entire way.  
 
    Once we were back to our area, though, Maddie said goodbye and headed over to where Dylan sat with her sisters, leaving me with just the guys and Nicole. She was a nice girl but not exactly sharp. Plus, she was with Porter which meant I sure as hell wasn’t going to get attached, knowing that she probably wouldn’t be around too long. 
 
    The first warning boom hit the air and sent everyone scrambling for their favorite spot to watch the display. Brad, Andy, and Jay sprawled out on one of the blankets like they had every single year. Porter and Nicole lay close to each other on half of the blanket Zac was sitting on. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be watching most of it. Zac patted the ground between his legs, indicating that he’d already chosen where I should be. 
 
    His back against the heavy cooler for support, I slipped between his legs and got comfortable. His arms wrapped around me, creating this little cocoon of warmth. Not that I needed it in the July heat, but it was nice just the same. 
 
    I stared up at the sky as color after color drifted away.  
 
    Honestly, it had been years since I’d seen any fireworks and I hadn’t realized how much I’d been missing it. Zac did everything he could to distract me from the show. His hand splayed across my stomach to force me to lean into him even more. He brushed my hair off the one shoulder so his lips could keep brushing against my neck. Not kissing exactly, more just trailing from my shoulder to my ear.  
 
    “I know I’ve said this already,” he whispered in my ear, “but I really, really missed you.” 
 
    I couldn’t contain the smile that appeared any more than I could stop my heart from trying to beat out of my chest. I had absolutely no control. 
 
    Especially when his fingers, which had been on top of my shirt, were suddenly skin to skin. I had no worries. I trusted Zac and knew he wouldn’t do anything that would expose me to the general public. He might not have been as careful when we were teenagers, in fact public affection was regularly on display back then, but I have every confidence that with me, he would be.  
 
    Man, I really wished we were alone. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was hard to believe I’d been home more than a month and still hadn’t been inside my dad’s room. I hadn’t even looked inside beyond the brief viewing as I shut the door that first day.  
 
    It was time but the task seemed impossible. I’d avoided it as long as I could, so I decided Friday was the day. That way I couldn’t turn back, or so I told myself.  
 
    Just as I was about to finally turn that damn knob, a knock at the screen door stopped me. My first inclination was to ignore it. I mean, it was Friday afternoon, and everyone I knew was at work, so it couldn’t have been important, but whoever it was sure was persistent. 
 
    “What the fuck took so long?” my best friend, Rhian Schwartz, asked as soon as I got close enough to see her standing on the other side. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I pushed through the door and hugged the crap out of her. She hadn’t even let me know she was coming. 
 
    “I called your mom for the address. Thought you might like a little BFF time.” 
 
    “I’d love some BFF time.” Wrapping my arm around her shoulders, I pulled her inside so she could drop her bag off. 
 
    “So this is where you grew up?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Rhian had grown up with more money than I had though when Mom married Mitch, it helped close the gap. Still, I wasn’t worried about what she’d think about the house or this poorer neighborhood I’d grown up in.  
 
    After showing her around the house, we pushed her bag into my room because there was no way I’d make my best friend sleep on the couch and Dad’s room was still off limits. Though I knew the day was coming, even if I’d gotten a pass today. 
 
    We settled on the front porch with bottles of water to talk.  
 
    “So what have you been doing without me?” I asked her. 
 
    Rhian groaned. “I went on two incredibly awful dates. I’m talking real stinkers. And binge watched all of Gilmore Girls.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “So which one was worse?” I took a long drink of the cold water. There was nothing better than ice cold water on a hot summer day. 
 
    “The one who expected me to pay for the date when he was the one who asked me out.” 
 
    My jaw slacked open. “Are you serious?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “That is really bad.” 
 
    “Told you.” We both fell quiet for a moment. This usually only happened when she wanted to know something but wasn’t sure she wanted to ask. “What about you? What have you been doing while you’re here?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Taking care of Dad’s stuff. You know that?” 
 
    “I do. But you told me about the friends you left behind and yes, you’ve been really good about texting so I know you’ve talked to them. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Well… ” 
 
    She snapped up to sit straight. “I knew it.” 
 
    “You know nothing,” I countered. 
 
    “I know everything. It’s Zac, right? The hottie next door?” 
 
    I bit my lips together but Rhian could read me too well so it wouldn’t have mattered. “We’ve started something but I don’t know what it means yet so don’t interrogate me.” 
 
    “Even though he has a baby with your former best friend?” 
 
    I took a moment to think about my answer but still it was obvious even to me. “Yes. Shit happens, Rhian. They hooked up once and had a baby but have no interest in each other anymore.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    Of all the things I wasn’t sure of at that point in my life, Maddie and Zac was one thing I was. “Yes. Since I got home, they’ve been basically how they were before. Not interested in each other that way.” 
 
    Rhian raised eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “You just called this place home.”  
 
    I only shrugged in return. But this place had been home for so long and surprisingly felt like it now. So much that I was thinking about trying to make that crazy idea of teaching in Each Branch a reality. 
 
    “It feels like home,” I finally admitted. “Mom’s house has never felt like that because I only lived there the one year, then just summers.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re going to keep the house?” Something like disappointment coated her voice. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you want to live here after graduation?” Yup. Definitely disappointment. 
 
    “I don’t know, Rhian.” 
 
    “OK. OK.” She paused looked over at me with a mischievous grin. “Have you slept with him yet?”  
 
    Shaking my head, I took a long gulp just so I wouldn’t have to speak.  
 
    “Well, do that first,” she advised. “You don’t want to buy it before you try it.” 
 
    “He… ” I sighed. “He hasn’t done anything to move things further. Seems like he wants to sometimes, but he hasn’t.” 
 
    “Then you make the first move.” Rhian gave me her best bedroom eye, shimmied her shoulders and lowered the strap on her tank top until we were both laughing so hard, we could hardly breathe. 
 
    “What’s going on over here?” The sound of Zac’s voice brought me out of the fit but kept the smile on my face. 
 
    “Hey.” His eyes stayed on me and seeing him reminded me how much I missed him even if we hadn’t been apart long.  
 
    He’d been working so much that I hadn’t seen him in a couple days, even for a quick goodnight, and my entire being wanted to hop up, clear the railing, and tackle him to the ground while showering his face with kisses. But I didn’t. With Rhian there, it could have been awkward. 
 
    “I’m Rhian Schwartz.” She popped up from the porch. “The best friend.” She walked over, extending her hand out to him. “And you are?”  
 
    Holding in the snort that wanted out was hard. She knew who he was because I’d told her just about every detail about him. And explaining who she was to get him to define himself… priceless. 
 
    “Zac,” he said, not taking his eyes off me while shaking the offered hand. 
 
    “The Zac, huh?” She kept slowly pumping his hand, then stepped back, looking him over. “Wow, you really didn’t underplay how ugly he is, did you?” 
 
    His brows furrowed. “You told her I’m ugly?” 
 
    “No.” I laughed. 
 
    “Ugh.” Rhian clasped her hands on her hips. “You’re not supposed to tell him, doofus.” 
 
    “Is she coming?” Porter asked as he too got to the steps of the front porch. 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    “Whoa. Who’s this?” Porter eyed Rhian the way he did most girls. The ones he immediately wanted to sleep with. 
 
    “I’m Rhian.” She gave him a good once-over and all I could see was trouble. It was palpable. I could smell it like a horny pheromone that stank of bad choices. Hopping up off my seat, I pulled her back gently. 
 
    “Porter, no!” I said with a finger pointed at him the way you would a dog taking a crap in the house. Even though I knew I shouldn’t have, I still did it. This was only going to encourage him. 
 
    He leaned back on his heels, folded his arms over his chest, and gave me a look I didn’t like. A look that said he accepted my challenge, a challenge I hadn’t meant to make. A look that meant I really had just made it worse. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have said that,” Zac said, shaking his head, a small grin on his face. 
 
    Crap. I’d known better. But Rhian was also a big girl and wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want to. I’d give her a Porter crash course on what I’d do if he fucked her over first, though. 
 
    “So, Laney.” Porter cut into my thoughts with that little shitty smile still on his face. “We were thinking about meeting at the pond, having a few drinks, and a fire. Interested? You can bring your friend.” I was about to say no way because of the tone he used when saying “your friend.” It made me feel like I needed a shower. He knew and interrupted. “Listen. Zac said he wouldn’t go unless you did. Some shit about not seeing you lately. Whatever. Come with us.” 
 
    When I looked over at Zac, he was hanging on to the bannister at the corner of the railing, his head leaning against it lightly. He looked like a kid. A kid I’d had a crush on my entire life. Zac didn’t want to go if I didn’t. He didn’t want to go without me. My heart started thudding against my chest and I was going to ask what that was about, but he beat me to it. 
 
    “We haven’t been able to hang out much.” So he’d choose to be with me over hanging with his friends. That had to be a good sign. 
 
    “Wait, don’t you have Dylan this weekend?” 
 
    “No. Maddie and I switched so her parents could take him to see some family.” 
 
    Not giving it another thought, I agreed but said Rhian and I would have to get ready and eat first. Once again, Zac said we’d get food on the way, but Rhian spoke up and offered to pack something. She was a bit of health nut in terms of her eating. Mostly that meant she didn’t like to eat out if we could avoid it. Porter jumped in and said they’d get drinks and be back in an hour. 
 
    “So, tell me about Porter,” Rhian said as soon as we were back inside the house. 
 
    “Just… no.” I walked straight to my bedroom to get a bathing suit out of my dresser. 
 
    “He is so hot.” 
 
    “And he knows it.” 
 
    “They usually do.” She wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “He’s a whore,” I said, as if that would make a difference to her. 
 
    She squinted and cocked her head to the side. “So I’d have to pay him?” 
 
    I snorted as I brushed past her on my way to the kitchen. 
 
    “Come on, Laney,” she pled. 
 
    “Fine,” I said with a sigh. “Like I said. He’s a whore. Last I heard, he was seeing someone but he doesn’t do girlfriends so I doubt he still is. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing, but honestly, he’s really nice. At least to me. I wouldn’t know how he treats women he’s with because I try not to witness that.” 
 
    “I guess I might just have to find out for myself.” 
 
    It was really inevitable. I probably should’ve known the moment I’d decided to stay in East Branch for the entire summer that they’d meet, which meant a possible hook up. 
 
    “Don’t get pregnant,” I called out as I buried my head in a cupboard. 
 
    “Gross,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    The guys were right on time and we were ready. We had a tote bag packed with sandwiches, fresh veggies, and some fruit and chips. And we’d had time to change. Rhian had been wearing a skirt, but I’d assured her she’d want some shorts and we both needed to take a hoodie for later. We were already on the front porch when the guys pulled up in Zac’s Nova.  
 
    Once we were loaded up, Zac climbed behind the wheel and his hand snaked over to grab mine across the bench seat. It was amazing how much I already missed that little touch from him. 
 
    And I didn’t feel the least bit bad leaving Rhian in back with Porter.  
 
    The party was already going when we got to the pond, the fire not quite at full force. The first thing we did was find a quiet spot to eat. 
 
    “So, Zac,” Rhian started. The way her voice sounded made my stomach drop. “What was Laney like as a kid? I’m guessing tom-boy because she’s still a tom-boy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess she was,” he answered. “She hung out with us most of the time.” 
 
    “The only other girl around was Maddie,” Porter added. 
 
    “Maddie?” she asked, glancing at me. 
 
    Crap. I hadn’t told her about the whole situation just yet. 
 
    “Zac’s baby-mama,” Porter said with a chuckle before I had the chance to. Then he leaned over and pointed over Rhian’s shoulder. We all followed his motion and found Maddie talking to someone I didn’t immediately recognize. 
 
    “Baby-what?” She turned back to me with wide eyes. 
 
    “They have a four-year-old,” I said, trying to keep any sort of emotion over that fact out of my voice. Also, I didn’t like knowing that as well as I’d been pretending, I was fine with their situation, a small part of me wasn’t. 
 
    Rhian glanced from me to Zac and back probably fifty times before she gave me that intense look. The one she had which said she needed the details later. I’d give them, but I really didn’t want to answer her questions in front of the guys since I had no idea how each one would affect me. 
 
    The silence between the four of us grew uncomfortable. 
 
    “Hey, Porter.” Zac tipped a beer to his lips, taking a long drink. I watched his throat move as he swallowed. “Do you like gentle kisses on your butthole?”  
 
    I knew Zac well enough to pick up the irritation in his voice. He was wishing Porter had kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “Maybe. You offering?” Porter said back. 
 
    “Might be.” 
 
    Rhian giggled into the air, effectively resolving the heavy atmosphere around us. I could kiss her right then, but Porter would like that too much. 
 
     Once we were done eating, Zac ran the bag back to his car so we wouldn’t have to worry about it while Porter dropped the cooler closer to the fire. I, on the other hand, took Rhian around and introduced her to whoever I could. She and Maddie hit it off despite whatever had been going through Rhian’s head earlier. I’d figured they would. Rhian always fit in anywhere she went. 
 
    As we walked away from Maddie, Rhian said, “Baby mama?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “That is one of things you meant when you told me everyone was the same but different?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Laney.” She yanked my arm so I’d stop beside her. “Give me more. You’re my best friend and you didn’t tell me any of this?” 
 
    I sighed while moving my weight from one foot to the other. “I’m still working through it in my own head and didn’t want you to influence me.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked with mock surprise. “How would I influence you?” 
 
    “In every way. Look. You’re my best friend and I know you’d only be looking out for me but you’d for sure have an opinion about all this. I just want to make sense of it in my own head first.” 
 
    Rhian took a beat, maybe wanting to form her response in her head, maybe trying to find a way to say what she thought without influence me. But finally, she said, “You’re right. I’ll reserve talking about it until you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I reach out and pulled her into a hug.  
 
    As we passed a tree on the way back toward the group, Zac took me by surprise when he grabbed me. I didn’t even see him when his hand shot out, gripped my wrist, and pulled. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said breathlessly. “You scared me half to death.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I needed to be sneaky to get you alone,” he said bringing me to stand between his leg. “I thought Rhian was going to keep you all night.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t just abandon her. She doesn’t know anybody.” 
 
    “Pretty sure Porter wants to get to know her.” 
 
    I scowled up at him. “I know he does.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one who told him no. You had to realize what that was going to do. It might have been four years, but Porter has always been Porter.” 
 
    I sighed. “I know. Which is why I need to kick my own ass.” 
 
    “Hey, Laney, can we stop talking about my asshole best friend? Because I’d really, really like to kiss you right now.” 
 
    Well, who could say no to that? 
 
    Zac fell back against the tree, bringing me with him, and wasted no time getting his lips on me. And I didn’t hesitate to encourage him to take the kiss deeper because I’d gotten comfortable with his tongue touching and stroking mine and him taking my bottom lip between his teeth.  
 
    Suddenly, he spun the two of us so that my back was against the rough bark and he was pushing his weight into me. And he was into it. I could feel how much against my stomach.  
 
    That was the first time I’d felt that particular excitement from him. He’d told me about it, but I’d never experienced it first-hand. A warm thrill shot through my body at knowing I could do that to him.  
 
     “Oh, I see how it is,” Maddie said out of nowhere, making me pull away from Zac. He groaned low in his throat like my movement caused him physical pain and he didn’t let me get too far, whether because he wanted to keep me close or he was using me as a shield to cover his erection. I wasn’t sure which. “So, you two together officially?” she asked. 
 
    For a moment, I panicked. Zac had told me that they didn’t do the baby mama drama thing, but the way she sounded had me a little scared. I guessed I’d been wrong about her already knowing about us, wrong that I thought they’d talked.  
 
    Well, that was annoying. 
 
    “Yup,” was all he answered. 
 
    “About fucking time,” she said, then she walked away. 
 
    “So we’re together?” I asked once I caught my breath. 
 
    “If you want to be. I’m not looking to see anybody else.” He still hadn’t moved and that still hard part of his anatomy brushed the side of my leg. “Unless… ” 
 
    I cut him off right there. “Right. Like I’m going to go off with Porter or something.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, Laney, even as a joke.” He shook his head sadly. “Porter has been my friend since we were eight. I’d have to kill him, hide the body, or do time. I’ve got a kid to think about.” 
 
    Trying not to laugh right at him, I said, “I guess that’s settled then.” 
 
    “Does that bother you?” he asked. I wasn’t sure which part he meant. The murder or doing time. “That I have a kid. I saw your face when Rhian reacted to me having Dylan.” 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head for emphasis. “It doesn’t bother me that you have a kid. And Dylan’s great. But if I did have a problem, it’d be my problem and we couldn’t be together. He’s your kid. He comes first.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He nodded. “Then Maddie? Is she the part that bothers you? I thought you were OK with that.” 
 
    “I was. I mean I am.” Then I sighed. I should at least be honest with him. “What I mean is, I understand and my brain understands that it wasn’t a serious thing between you two. I know that. But I can’t say that some teeny, tiny part of me isn’t still… upset… jealous… I don’t know… about the fact that you were with her that way and never gave me a second look.” 
 
    “I gave you lots of second looks,” he said quietly. “You know that.” 
 
    “I know that now. But back then, I thought you wouldn’t have touched me if I were the last female on Earth.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry about all of that, Laney. So fucking sorry and I wish I could go back and make sure you knew how special you were to me. Still are. But I can’t do that,” he said. There were a lot of things I wish we could go back and redo. But we couldn’t. “Back then… when you thought I didn’t see you that way… you still got part of me no one else did.” 
 
    I snorted. “Right. Maddie got your kid, so I’m pretty sure she got a part of you no one else did.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about sex, Laney. You got me. You were the only person I would have burned the world for. I would’ve dropped everything if you needed me.” 
 
    “You did,” I said as several memories bombarded me at the same time. “You did drop everything for me. All the time.” 
 
    He’d been out on a date when my car wouldn’t start at the library sophomore year. The place had closed and it had been dark. I’d left the headlights on and the battery died. I’d sent Zac a text and he showed up, without the girl, ten minutes later. Judging by the disheveled look of his hair and clothes, they’d been in the middle of something. But he’d left to help me out. 
 
    After we all found out my parents were getting divorced, things had gotten weird around my house for a little while. Dad moved to the couch and I needed to get out of there. Even though his own father had threatened him with everything, including kicking Zac out if he left without finishing the chores list, Zac and I hopped into the car and began driving north. We drove for hours just to turn around and head back home. 
 
    He’d never mentioned what happened to him when he’d gotten home, even when I’d asked. 
 
    I had a hundred more memories like that. 
 
    Zac had always been the one person I could count on back then without fail. Which had made him disappearing from my life all the more hurtful. 
 
    “And I wouldn’t do that for anyone else,” he said. “You were my girl, even when you weren’t.” 
 
    “OK, Zac,” I said quietly. “OK.” 
 
    He kissed me softly. So softly it was almost painful given that we both wanted more but couldn’t have it here. We weren’t alone. My issues with him and Maddie having been together, for however brief a time, were my issues, and I’d have to push them aside. He was right. He came when I called no matter what he was doing or whom he was doing it with. I’d forgotten that, taken it for granted, but he’d reminded me. 
 
    It shouldn’t be that hard to get over Zac and Maddie. They both insisted they weren’t a couple. They hadn’t had a relationship. They’d just had sex. 
 
    We walked slowly, hand-in-hand, back to the fire and I was surprised to see how much time had passed, how dark it had gotten. The later it got, the thinner the crowd became until it was just a couple of handfuls, mostly people I remembered from before I’d left. Just like we used to, we sat around the dwindling fire telling old stories and laughing. Zac sat with his back against a log and me tucked between his legs. It felt nice. It felt safe. It was pretty much my new favorite place. 
 
    When Porter offered Zac another beer, he declined. I told him I could drive because I hadn’t had any, but he still refused. 
 
    “Please, Laney, you know he doesn’t drink much,” Porter said. Actually, I didn’t know that. Sometimes the guys seemed to forget that I hadn’t been around in a long time. It was nice to fold back into the group without issues, but there was a lot I’d missed. “I’ve known him basically his whole damn life and I’ve only ever seen him drunk once.” 
 
    “Once?” I asked. “Really?” 
 
    “Porter,” Zac said as a warning, but Porter being Porter, he either didn’t hear it or didn’t care. 
 
    “Yeah. The weekend you left. He was fucked up. I was afraid he wouldn’t be sober enough to make it to work Monday.”  
 
    I pushed up and twisted around so that I could set my eyes on Zac. 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. A tiny, almost imperceptible nod was all I got from him and I had the feeling that was going to be it. At least for now. I’d ask about his drunken weekend later. 
 
    After my third yawn, Zac helped me up and told everyone we were leaving. Porter and Rhian were hot on our trail. Maddie had already left with someone I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “How long you staying for?” Porter asked as Zac drove us home and he was absolutely not talking about me.  
 
    Being tired, I rested my head against the door to enjoy the fresh air. 
 
    “I don’t know,” answered Rhian. “Maybe the week. Depends on how long Laney wants me here.” 
 
    “You could stay forever for all I care,” I told her. 
 
    “Well, the week then,” she said with a giggle, definitely buzzed. I recognized the sound. 
 
    “Excellent,” Porter said back. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    Porter left on foot as soon as we parked in Zac’s driveway; one of the perks of living just up the street. The rest of us headed for my house. As soon as we were through the door, Rhian stumbled her way to my bedroom, saying I could come grab some pajamas whenever. Zac followed me to the couch, where I slipped my sneakers off to pull my knees under my chin. 
 
    “I assume you want to talk,” he said, sliding an arm across the back of the couch. 
 
    “About lots of things but since you’re willing… ” I gave him a sweet smile. “I don’t understand your visitation with Dylan. I’ve been curious. It seems random sometimes and you absolutely don’t have to tell me because he’s your kid.” 
 
    Zac chuckled quietly. “It is kind of random, I guess.” He slid a little closer to me. “We have joint custody which means we get equal says in Dylan’s life.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I agreed. 
 
    “And we don’t really have visitation exactly. In the beginning, it was some nights here, some there depending on our schedules. But now that he’s in preschool, Maddies’ parents take him and pick him up while we work. We kept to the same schedule of sometime here and other’s there but he started to act out. He needed a schedule. So we fell into more of an every other weekend thing and I do get him more in the summer, every minute I can. And of course I get him extra when she has shit to do. I usually never say no.” 
 
    “That makes sense. You two are super grown up about this,” I half teased.  
 
    “Have to be,” he told me. “Dylan didn’t ask to be born into a mess so we’re not going to give him one. I support him financially as well. So does she. We just have to make it about what’s best for him.” He picked him a lock of my hair and rolled it between his thumb and index finger. “What else?” 
 
    “What was all that Porter was saying? You were drunk the weekend I left?” I asked.  
 
    He nodded, running his hand through his mess of hair. “I was upset. Pissed off that you were leaving. Maddie was pregnant and I knew I was losing you. My entire world was fucked. Things would never be the same. I wanted to block out the fucking world.” 
 
    “Aww… poor baby,” I said with a smile. “You know, I wasn’t happy to be going, either.” 
 
    “I know.” He paused, bringing a hand to the back of my neck. “But you’re back now.” I didn’t bother to remind him it was temporary. 
 
    Zac leaned down, just barely brushing his lips against mine, but that soft touch was enough to send my body into high gear. Before I’d given myself any sort of permission to go for what I wanted, I climbed onto him so that my knees were on either side of his hips. Right there on the couch. His tongue slid against mine. His hands squeezed my hips. And I had no idea what came over me, but I leaned back and pulled my shirt up over my head until I was there in just my bra. 
 
    His gaze slid down. A soft groan rumbled in his chest right before his mouth came down on the swell of one breast. I curled my hands into his hair as we kissed, and he gently sucked on my bottom lip. I wanted this, had wanted it for a long time. As far back as I could remember, he was the only guy I’d wanted as much as this.  
 
    There had been others, and I’d wanted everything I’d done, but he had always been there in the back of my mind.  
 
    Zac flipped me onto my back and settled his body between my legs. An area that was only a couple of layers of clothing away from being touched the way I ached to be. His kiss became more demanding, only giving me a break long enough to reach back and yank his own shirt off. The way he moved against me, the pressure and rubbing in all the right places, I thought I might come right then and there. I was starting to sound like a panting dog.  
 
    Not very attractive. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Sorry.” Rhian’s voice came out of nowhere, slicing through the cloud of desire around us. I thought she’d been drunk enough to fall asleep right away. “Don’t mind me. I was just getting a drink.”  
 
    The sound of her feet padded back to the bedroom, but the moment was over.  
 
    She couldn’t have seen much, other than maybe the top of Zac’s bare back, but the sounds had been telling enough. Hell, she probably thought he’d already been inside me by that point.  
 
    How embarrassing. 
 
    I felt it in the way Zac’s chest was heaving against mine, the way his forehead fell to mine. His eyes were squeezed shut as if stopping was causing him pain. It was for me.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I whispered. “She’s walked in on much worse before.”  
 
    Zac groaned, only this time it for sure wasn’t from pleasure or the excitement of seeing me without a shirt on. He pushed away from me and grabbed his shirt in the same movement. When he put it back on, I fought the urge to pout. I’d been so lost in what we were doing I didn’t have the chance to really see him. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear about that.” He sounded so serious that I couldn’t help but giggle. “Actually, she has perfect timing,” he said. 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “This isn’t happening on your dad’s couch.” 
 
    I giggled. “It’s still so surprising to hear you want it to happen at all.”  
 
    “I explained about the bikini picture, right?” He smirked over at me. 
 
    “No, I just meant… ” 
 
    “Laney, if I thought I could convince you to leave your friend for the night and come to my house, I’d have you naked in my bed in thirty seconds. And I’m not sure I’d ever be able to let you go. But time and place.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I sighed as he handed me my shirt and I pulled it back over my head. After we were both put back together, we stood so I could walk him to the door. “Who was that guy Maddie left with?” I was torn about asking him before because they had a history, but they’d both insisted it had just been the one time, that it had just been sex, and they’re only friends ever since. Just happily co-parenting. Had to trust that was true. 
 
    “His name is Ian. Seems like a good guy,” he said. “He lives over in the township.” 
 
    Ah, the nicer part of town.  
 
    “How long have they been dating?” 
 
    “You’d have to ask her. I met him like a week before you came back because she was going to introduce him to Dylan. I’d guess that means a while, but I really don’t know.” He stopped at the open front door, pressing me into the wall with his body weight. “Can we please not talk about Maddie anymore tonight?”  
 
    Biting my bottom lip, I nodded, which he took as an invitation to kiss me goodnight. In reality, what he did was kiss me to frustration, and I think that was exactly what he meant to do. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every night that Rhian was at my house, we hung out with Zac and Porter. I wasn’t complaining because Zac and I had gone too long without seeing each other, but there was definitely something brewing between Rhian and Porter. I had “the talk” with her about him twice, but she was a big girl and would make her own decisions.  
 
    Mostly we just hung out at my house but also went to the lake again and I even took Rhian into Detroit because she’d never been before, although that trip was just the two of use since the guys had to work at the parts store. 
 
    Zac had Dylan the weekend Rhian went back home, so I planned to keep to myself. She didn’t want to go and promised to be back, but she had to go. Plus she assured me that she never went further than flirting with Porter. Dodged that bullet given that girls usually fell for him and his… talents but he had never once returned the feeling. 
 
    It was only ten o’clock on Friday night, but I was tired due to still not sleeping well and with Rhian around, we’d stayed up really late every single night, so I was spent. Still, I had to make a quick stop at the grocery store because we’d also eaten everything in the house. 
 
    As I turned the key in the lock, I didn’t hear the mechanism disengage. Which was weird. I always locked the doors when I left. Always.  
 
    “Stupid,” I muttered to myself. All I wanted now was to put the groceries away and climb into my welcoming bed. 
 
    Until I was almost to the kitchen and heard someone walking in my father’s room. The room I hadn’t yet brought myself to enter. But that couldn’t be right. I was alone in my house. 
 
    Then I heard it again. 
 
    Another low thud sent a wave of adrenaline through my body. It’d come from my dad’s room for sure. 
 
    Someone was in there. 
 
    I quietly set the two bags I was carrying onto the floor and glanced around for my phone. Shit. My purse wasn’t anywhere around me which meant I left it in the car and with it, my phone.  
 
    As quietly as possible, I turned on my Converse-covered heel and slowly took quick steps toward the door, doing my best to be invisible. It was so quiet, I was convinced whoever was in my house would hear the erratic beat of my heart before my footsteps or smell the fear trailing down my back. 
 
    Something thumped loudly in my dad’s room causing my heart rate to spike even more. It thumped in my ears and all I wanted was to get out of there. What could they even be after anyway? There wasn’t anything expensive in the house. 
 
    I just didn’t understand. 
 
    Instinct told me that I only had a few more moments before whoever was in my father’s room came out and I didn’t want to be here when they did.  
 
    Once through the front door, I ran, no longer on my toes, skirted across Zac’s driveway to the far side of the house where I knew whoever had intruded on me wouldn’t be able to see me. 
 
    Then I took off full force, making a hard left, and leaped up Zac’s porch, two steps at a time. I didn’t even bother knocking. 
 
    After yanking open the screen door, I slid through and shut both doors behind me. 
 
    After taking a moment to catch my breath, I turned around to face Zac and Porter on the couch, game controllers in their hands and mouths hanging open in surprise. I’m sure they didn’t expect me to burst through the front door right then.  
 
    “There’s someone in my house,” I said breathlessly. 
 
    “What?” Zac popped up, tossing the controller behind him.  
 
    Porter did the same, but he went down the hall while Zac came over to me. 
 
    “What do you mean, someone’s in your house?” he asked, grabbing my arms firmly. 
 
    “I just came home from the store and I heard a noise in my dad’s room so either someone’s in there or his ghost is visiting.” 
 
    Porter rejoined us and handed Zac a baseball bat. He kept one for himself. 
 
    “Stay here,” Zac said, moving me to the side. 
 
    “Zac, no.” I reached out to stop him. “Call the police.” 
 
    “Come on, Laney,” Porter said. “You know how long that will take.” 
 
    Despite me continuing to protest, they walked out and shut the door behind them. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I tried to think it through slowly.  
 
    First, lock the front door of Zac’s house. Dylan was there this weekend and was probably asleep, so keeping him safe was the priority. Then I paced. I wanted to sit and wait patiently, but there was zero chance of that happening. I went to every single window I’d be able to see my house from, except Dylan’s room, but all I could make out was lights being turned on at my house. 
 
    So I waited. Listening hard to the night, trying to decipher anything out of place, but there was nothing.  
 
    A knock on the door almost made me jump right out of my skin. It was light—a tap more than an actual knock—but I’d been so focused that even the slight disruption caused my heart to beat out of my chest. 
 
    “It’s us, Laney.” Zac’s voice came from the other side of the door. 
 
    I sighed and unlocked the deadbolt before opening up for the guys. They came through looking exactly as they had before they’d left. 
 
    I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. Maybe for them to come back looking like they’d just wrestled a bear. I should have been glad there hadn’t been any kind of altercation because that meant there hadn’t been anyone there in the first place. But there had. I’d heard someone moving around in my dad’s bedroom. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “Empty,” Porter said while leaning the bat against the wall beside the door. 
 
    “Empty?” 
 
    “As in no one was there,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “I know what it means, asshole. But someone was in there.” 
 
    “Yeah. The front door was open a crack. Did you come out that way?” Zac asked. I nodded. “And a couple of drawers were open on the dresser in your dad’s room.” 
 
    “In Dad’s room?”  
 
    He nodded. They’d gone into my dad’s room. A room I hadn’t had the guts to enter yet. 
 
    “What could they have been looking for?” I asked the universe more than him. “When I came home, the door wasn’t locked. I thought I forgot to lock it when I left.” 
 
    “No idea what they were looking for,” Zac said, taking a step closer to me. “Why don’t you stay here tonight?” he asked. I started to protest. “Just until we can change the locks tomorrow. If someone picked the lock, it could be damaged. It’ll make me feel better.” 
 
    “No… I’ll be OK.” 
 
    “It’ll make me feel better,” he repeated quietly. 
 
    “Both of us will feel better.” Porter crossed his arms over his chest and furrowed his brows. I never knew him to be concerned about anything. Porter had what my mom called a “devil may care” attitude. Nothing was taken too seriously. 
 
    “Zac, you’ve got Dylan… You’re right next door if I need you, right?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “OK, then. I’ll sleep in my own bed tonight.” 
 
    I pushed up onto my toes and kissed his cheek, but Zac grabbed both my arms and held me there, kissing me gently on the lips. 
 
    “I’ll walk you back then.” 
 
    Zac led me to the back yard and said they’d closed up the front but hadn’t done the back in case I didn’t have my keys. Good thinking because I’d dropped everything and run over to his house without thinking about it. 
 
    Inside, something felt off. Someone I didn’t know had been inside, I knew that. But it sent a shiver up my spine. It had me rethinking my decision to stay here and not on Zac’s couch. I was about to say as much when someone knocked on the front door. 
 
    Zac scowled and shut the back door, turning the deadbolt before trudging toward the front. He slowly cracked open the door, then pulled it all the way. Porter came through with a pillow under one arm and a blanket under the other. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked, racing over toward them. 
 
    “Sleeping on the couch,” Porter said as he dropped down onto said couch. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “I like it,” Zac said with a smile. 
 
    “You like the idea of Porter being alone with me all night?” I cocked my head to the side. 
 
    “If I can’t be here, which I can’t, then yes. I don’t want you alone tonight.” 
 
    “We’ll change the locks in the morning,” Porter said with a yawn. 
 
    “Why do we even need to do that? They look fine.” 
 
    “Laney,” Zac said with a sigh. “Whoever was in here didn’t break in. There are no signs of anything out of place, which means they had a key or picked the lock. Either way, we’re upgrading in the morning.” 
 
    “Fine.” I sighed. 
 
    Zac leaned down and kissed me again, this time lingering until every cell in my body came alive. When he pulled back, I wanted to go with him. 
 
    “Take care of my girl,” he said as he walked across the threshold. 
 
    “Will do,” Porter called back before I could get the door closed behind him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked after I spun around to face him. He was already lying on the couch, his head on the pillow. “Why are you here? Are you really planning on sleeping there?” 
 
    “I’m spending the night with my friend because there was someone in her house tonight. I do plan on staying all night, so I hope you don’t snore too loud. Zac has never said.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t know,” I snapped. 
 
    A sly grin crossed Porter’s face. “Oh, really… ” 
 
    “Shut up,” I said, shaking my head at him and trying not to smile. 
 
    “Listen, me being here makes everyone feel better, so let it go.” He flipped over onto his stomach.  
 
    “Doesn’t make me feel better,” I mumbled. 
 
    Of course, Porter heard me, looked back over his shoulder, and said, “Yes, it does and you know it. You were scared as hell when you came over. Like a little bunny that had been spooked by a snake. So, you might be able to lie to yourself that my being here doesn’t make you feel a little safer, but you can’t fucking lie to me. I know you too well.” 
 
    “You don’t know me at all.” I crossed my arms just under my breasts, to which he raised an eyebrow. That asshole noticed everything. “Not anymore,” I added. 
 
    Now he sat up, his back against the arm of the couch, giving me a hard look.  
 
    “Four years might have passed, Laney, but I still fucking know you,” he snapped. “You can pretend you’ve changed and in some ways you have. But in most ways… I still see that girl who took any challenge she was given, was up to do whatever Zac and I were, and didn’t give a shit what the other bitches thought. That’s still you.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    My face burned at Porter’s words. Partly because he was right about me and I didn’t like it. That was still me. Whenever women were worried about how they looked doing something or worried they were breaking the rules, Rhian and I would be there having fun and not caring about the rest. But also partly because he was reminding me of all the time Zac, Porter, and I spent together before I moved and all the things I’d missed in the meantime. 
 
    “Bunny? Snake? When did you get so country?” I asked in lieu of acknowledging anything he’d just said. 
 
    His deep chuckle filled the room. 
 
    “Goodnight, Laney,” he said, sliding back down onto his back. 
 
    I stood there for a good twenty seconds before heading back to my room. Even when I tried avoiding the reality of the situation, Porter knew exactly what I was doing. He’d know that I hadn’t responded to him over the things he’d said about me because I knew he was right. That was me. I had been terrified and I did feel better with him asleep on my couch. 
 
    Damn him. 
 
    But who’d been in my father’s room? 
 
    The next morning, I woke to the sound of a drill and male voices. I rolled over, grabbed my phone to check the time, and found that’d I slept in. It was almost ten already. What else were weekends for if not sleeping in? But the voices coming from the kitchen weren’t going to let me sleep any longer. 
 
    With a quick run of my fingers through my hair, I trotted down the hallway to find out what was going on. There was no apprehension because I could recognize Zac’s voice anywhere and if he was there, then everything was fine. 
 
    I found him and Porter on their knees with the back door open. Zac had a cordless screwdriver in his hand while Porter was reading the back of a package. Looked like they were replacing the doorknob and deadbolt already.  
 
    “Hey, bud, can you hand me that Phillips-head screwdriver?” Zac asked, but I didn’t think he was talking to Porter. A little hand popped up between the two of them with the item in it. “Thanks.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I asked, leaning against the wall near the refrigerator. 
 
    All three glanced up at me. Zac’s gaze went from my eyes downward, making me self-conscious of the fact that I’d just gotten out of bed and was wearing pajama shorts and a tank top. Yet when his eyes found mine again, all of that disappeared. The way he looked at me… even though I was sure I looked horrible… warmed even the warmest parts of my body. 
 
    Suddenly, Porter smacked the back of Zac’s head and said, “Changing the locks. Thought we’d get it done early.” 
 
    Dylan popped his head up between the two of them, then rushed over to me, stopping right before he would’ve crashed into my legs. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” he said in that little voice kids have.  
 
    “Me too,” I said with a laugh right as my stomach growled. 
 
    “Dylan,” Zac said in that Dad voice he had. “I said we’d eat after Porter and I finished this.” 
 
    “But I’m hungry now.” 
 
    “Geez, Zac. You don’t feed your kid?” I asked, trying not to smile. 
 
    Zac narrowed his eyes one me. “He ate breakfast at six. He’s fine.” 
 
    I glanced back down to the kid staring up at me.  
 
    “Do you like donuts?” I asked. Dylan nodded emphatically. “I feel like donuts this morning.” 
 
    Zac sighed, then hung his head. “I’ll go get you both donuts.” 
 
    “No, no.” I stopped him before he could stand. “I’ll get dressed, then run down the street real quick.” 
 
    “Can I come?” Dylan asked. 
 
    I didn’t know how to answer, so I glanced to Zac for guidance. That idiot pretended to have not heard his son. Instead, he continued with the doorknob while obviously still listening intently. 
 
    “That would be up to your dad,” I finally said. “I’d love for you to come with me, but I’m not the boss around here.” 
 
    “Sure you’re not,” Porter muttered, which earned him an elbow to the stomach courtesy of Zac. 
 
    I squatted down by Dylan and said, “You talk your dad into it while I go get dressed.”  
 
    I grabbed the first skirt my hands touched and a clean tank top, then went to the bathroom. After brushing my teeth and finger curling what was left of the wave from yesterday, I got dressed, slipped on some sandals, and headed back out to the kitchen. 
 
    “He said I could go.” Dylan bounced excitedly on his toes.  
 
    “We’ll be back, boys,” I said with a small wave over my shoulder. 
 
    Dylan and I didn’t talk much as we walked the five blocks to the nearest bakery. It was a mom-and-pop place that had been in East Branch for as long as I could remember and made some delicious pastries. Once inside, I let Dylan pick out three, figuring he wouldn’t actually eat all of them, but I was getting a dozen so Porter and Zac could have some if they wanted.  
 
    More surprising than how quickly Dylan knew exactly which ones he wanted was when Justin Coleman popped out from the back, covered in flour. I’d forgotten this was his grandparents’ bakery. 
 
    “Hey, Laney. Haven’t seen you in a long time,” Justin said as he came around the counter and gave me a polite hug. 
 
    “I haven’t been back long.” I brushed the flour residue from my shirt. “How are things?” 
 
    “Good. Things are busy here as always.” Because East Branch loves Hammond Bakery. “What about you?” 
 
    “Finishing college next year. Then it’s the scary real world,” I joked. He laughed with me. “But things are… OK.” I decided not to mention my dad to him unless he asked. Justin wouldn’t have known my father so telling him would’ve just been to get sympathy and I didn’t want.  
 
    “That’s awesome. You know, if you’re here for the summer, you should give me your number so we can get together.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea. I’m seeing someone.” 
 
    “Of course you are.” He smiled over at me. “What can I get you?” 
 
    I told him the doughnuts Dylan wanted first because he was bouncing on his toes, anxious, and kept reminding me which ones he wanted. Then finished out the twelve with random selections, paid, and we started the walk back. 
 
    This time he asked me a million questions about what things were in the neighborhood. I had the feeling he knew, but he still asked. Mostly I stuck to stories about Zac and me when we were kids. The appropriate stories anyway. Didn’t want to tarnish his view of his father or give him any ideas. 
 
    Dylan’s face scrunched together in confusion. “You knew my dad when you were little?” he asked. 
 
    “Yup. He was my best friend.” 
 
    “Is he still your best friend?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly. Was he? I thought no, Rhian was my best friend, but I couldn’t get into that with a four-year-old. Honestly, how could I explain any of it? 
 
    Dylan held the screen door open for me to get by Zac and Porter, now working on the front door, with the big box of doughnuts. As soon as I was through it, he asked his dad if he could have one right away. Zac told him he had to sit at the table, which sent Dylan racing for a chair in the dining room. I giggled at the sight and how normal it felt to have Zac in my house and have a kid running around. It weirded me out. 
 
    I dropped the box on the table in front of him and pulled the lid back, then watched as this tiny human struggled with which donut to choose. In the end, the chocolate-covered won. With the first bite, he left a smear of chocolate across his cheek, so I went to get him a napkin. 
 
    “Dad,” he called out as I came back into the dining room. 
 
    “Yeah?” Zac called back. 
 
    “Why did the man ask Laney for her phone number?”  
 
    Where I stood, I had a direct line to the front door and Zac. I hadn’t thought Dylan was paying attention to my conversation with Justin. Apparently, I’d been wrong. 
 
    Zac froze for a good thirty seconds, then turned just slightly so he could see me. His jaw tightened then he pushed to his feet and stalked over to us. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked when he got to us. 
 
    “The man at the doughnuts.” 
 
    My heart thumped against my ribs. Zac didn’t look mad… just curious. 
 
    When I glanced up at Porter, who’d followed Zac into the room, he wore a stupid little smirk that made me want to smack him upside the head. When he raised his eyebrows, I flipped him the middle finger and moved slightly away from them. 
 
    “Well, bud… sometimes when a guy sees a pretty girl, they want to spend time with them,” he explained. “The first step is to ask for their phone number so you can call them and set up a date.” 
 
    I couldn’t be sure Dylan was listening to him, though when Zac asked if he understood, he said yes and continued eating. But Zac smiled and shook his head, then returned to the front door. I followed. 
 
    “It was Justin Coleman. From school,” I said, even though nobody’d asked. 
 
    “Oh, that fucker,” Porter said with a groan. 
 
    Zac chuckled. 
 
    “I said no,” I reassured him. Still, Zac didn’t say anything. “Zac?” 
 
    “What do you want me say, Laney?” He turned toward me. “I know you wouldn’t give some guy your number when we’re together.” He took two steps until we were almost toe to toe. “You’re beautiful. Obviously, guys will ask you out.” 
 
    “Laney,” Dylan called from the other room. “Can I have your phone number?” 
 
    “See?” Zac said, then he burst into a loud laugh. It was contagious. I couldn’t help but laugh too. Zac turned back to Porter and shrugged. “My boy has good taste.” 
 
    Idiots.  
 
    The both of them. 
 
    Once they finished up their job on the doors, Zac handed me the keys. I dropped one of them in his hand saying that he’d always had a spare key. No need for that to change. Then the three of them left. Zac had plans with Dylan that afternoon which left me to veg out on the couch. 
 
    After watching far too much television most of the day, I decided to pull those big girl panties on and start on Dad’s room. Especially now that I knew there was something in there that someone else wanted. 
 
    After this, I’d just have the attic left and I had no idea what he kept up there. Hopefully not much because I’d only ever gone up there once when I was younger, and it was creepy as hell. 
 
    Dad’s room would probably take me the longest due to the amount of breaks I’d need when things became too much. 
 
    I’d need breaks. 
 
    He’d been gone a little over two months and I was holding myself together as well as I could by pushing all thoughts of him out of my head and I knew I couldn’t do that forever. 
 
    The old wood door creaked as I opened it and stood there just staring inside.  
 
    A person’s bedroom was the most personal space they had. I didn’t even want to think about what I’d do if I found his porn or something. Actually, I did know what I’d do. I’d march over to Zac’s, where music was playing loud enough that I could hear it even in this room, and beg him, promising any and all sexual favors, to take care of the offending material.  
 
    Even in my thoughts, I was a master of procrastinating.  
 
    Zac had offered to help me, but this was something I needed to do on my own. So instead, he’d told me that after his plans with Dylan, some of the guys were coming over just to play video games. Something Dylan also enjoyed. 
 
    Finally, I stepped over the threshold into Dad’s room, a single box under my arm, and went straight for the closet. Clothes, shoes. Easy, no problem.  
 
    I was about to dive in, ignoring the fact that I was hit with the smell of his cologne as I opened the door. It made my throat burn and my eyes pool with moisture. I tossed all of his shoes in the waiting box. I thought if I moved quickly enough, I wouldn’t have time to break down.  
 
    It worked at first.  
 
    Until I hit a pair of pumps. A pair of bright pink fuck-me heels.  
 
    Oh, dear lord. 
 
    “What the fuck?”  
 
    Who the hell would have been wearing those?  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure I wanted to know who owned the fuck-me heels, but I fucking wanted to know if he’d been spending time with someone. Because he’d never once mentioned anyone.  
 
    Was that why he’d never wanted me to come see him? Is this why he insisted instead to come to me? 
 
    Frantically, I tore through the rest of the shoes in the closet, finding four more pair of women’s shoes of various colors and heel size.  
 
    My brain shorted out.  
 
    I didn’t begrudge my dad a love life. It would’ve made me happy that he’d had someone instead of living these last years all alone, but the fact that he’d kept me completely out of part of his life gutted me. 
 
    Absolutely gutted me.  
 
    Jumping to my feet, I pushed through the hangers and stopped cold. A section—albeit a small section—of Dad’s closet was filled with dresses. Women’s dresses.  
 
    My head shook on its own as I ran over to his dresser, yanking the drawer so hard that I almost pulled the whole damn thing out. Sure enough, panties, lacey and sexy.  
 
    I had the urge to throw up. This ball of anger worked its way up from my stomach. There was no sane way to deny it any longer.  
 
    Why would he have kept this from me? I hadn’t freaked out when Mom began dating. Or when she’d gotten married. And where the hell was this girlfriend? Wouldn’t she have come to get her things after he’d died? Did she know he was gone? Did she even fucking care?  
 
    I hated her already. 
 
    Then it occurred to me that there was one person who would probably know something about this. A person who used to see my dad every damn day and probably would’ve seen his girlfriend at least in passing. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I jogged over to Zac’s and pounded on the door.  
 
    It took two rounds of pounding before anyone heard me. They had the freaking game up so loud, along with all their boy trash talk. Even little Dylan got in on it. Porter finally opened the door. 
 
    “Laney, ‘bout time you made your way over here.” He smiled but blocked my view of everyone inside. 
 
    “I need Zac.” 
 
    “I bet you do.” He smirked in the way only Porter could. The way that made me want to laugh and punch him in the throat all at the same time. Then he stepped aside so I could see Zac on the couch owning the controller like it was his job. Boys. I never understood the draw of video games. “It’s for you,” Porter said as he dropped down beside Zac. Andy and Jay were on the floor paying no attention to me at all. The one guy there that I didn’t recognize only gave me a quick a glance. 
 
    I remained outside because I didn’t want to have this conversation in front of the other guys. When Zac glanced up at me, he tossed the controller to Porter and hopped up at the same time. After crossing the room, he closed the door behind him. Both doors, not even just the screen. 
 
    He must’ve seen something on my face. 
 
    “Hey.” He leaned down, kissing me quickly, or what was supposed to be quickly, but the “Mmm….” sound he made kept him there a little longer. “Want me to kick them all out?” he asked, pulling back. 
 
    Laughing sadly, I said, “No.” These guys, my friends, made me feel better just by existing. All of the emotions from what I’d found in my dad’s room got knocked down a few notches.  
 
    I could breathe again. 
 
    “I will. Trust me,” he continued. “I won’t even feel bad. Dylan would stay, of course, but the other fuckers can go.” 
 
    “That’s OK.” I moved over to lean against the railing. He followed. “I finally made it into my dad’s room.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up as he leaned in next to me. “Let me kick them out. I’ll help you. Porter can watch Dylan,” he said. I shook my head again, biting my bottom lip to rethink the rollercoaster I’d just been on. “You OK?” he asked. 
 
    “Did… ” I sighed. “Did he have a girlfriend? I mean, he never said anything about it to me, but I figure you lived next door to him. You’d know. Or at least suspect.” 
 
    Zac shifted uncomfortably, folding his arms across his chest. Yeah, I noticed the way his muscles popped when he did that. It wasn’t really the time, but my hormones ran amuck whenever he was around. They always had. “A girlfriend? Obviously not. Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “In his closet. There’s a bunch of women’s clothes and shoes. It isn’t stuff my mom left behind. That’s for sure.”  
 
    He stood there beside silently. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” He stared at the ground like it might hold the answer. Yet he wouldn’t be holding back from me. Or he’d be stupid to, especially about something like this. “Women’s clothes?” he asked.  
 
    “Yup.” I squeezed the railing tightly as if it was the only thing keeping me grounded. “I’m glad I’m not the only confused one.”  
 
    He chuckled quietly. We stayed quiet for I didn’t know how long, not saying a word.  
 
    The guys inside continued playing their game, yelling and ribbing each other without swearing, probably because Dylan was right there. It sounded easy and fun and so unlike what I was feeling. And it was adorable the way they kept almost slipping but filling in with another word. To hear potty mouth Porter replace “Fuck you” with “Flip you”—now that was priceless. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” he finally asked. 
 
    “Pack the shit up,” I answered, not realizing that I’d already made that decision. “Whoever she is should’ve come to get her stuff before I got here because it’s going to Goodwill. I can’t even deal with some weird meeting now. It’d just be too much.” 
 
    “Hey,” he stood up straight with a serious look on his face, “Do you think that’s who was in your dad’s room the other night? Like maybe she had a key?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe. But she should’ve knocked.” 
 
    Wrapping me in his arms, he held me there, then kissed the top of my head. 
 
    “I wish you weren’t going through any of this,” he murmured into my hair. 
 
    “Me, too.” I thought about that for a second, then pulled back to look up at him. “But you know I wouldn’t have come back if this hadn’t happened. Not now anyway,” I admitted. He nodded slowly. “So we still wouldn’t be talking. I mean, no offense, I’d rather have my dad not have died, but you know you wouldn’t be holding me right now otherwise.” 
 
    “I know. And as much as I would hate to live the rest of my life without you in it, I would still rather you not be dealing with this.” 
 
    We stood like that for a while until I finally pushed away from him to get back to the task at hand. I didn’t have to look back to know he watched me until I closed my door behind me.  
 
    Back home, I sat in Dad’s bedroom for the longest time staring at that closet and wondering about the woman who’d spent the end of my dad’s life with him.  
 
    Was she nice? Would I have liked her?  
 
    There weren’t any other signs of her in his house, but she had to have spent time there. Her clothes took up residence in his closet, for God’s sake. The more I thought about it, the more I teetered between sad and pissed off. 
 
    Tears trailed down my cheeks before I knew I was crying. I wanted to know why he hadn’t told me about her. Dad must’ve known I’d understood about their divorce and hadn’t given my mom a hard time when she’d started dating or when she’d announced that she was marrying Mitch.  
 
    They were people who deserved to be loved, after all. But why in the hell had my own father felt like this part of his life hadn’t been something he could share with me?  
 
    There’d been many times over the previous two months that I’d wished I could talk to my dad again, even if only for five minutes, but none as badly as this moment.  
 
    I was questioning our entire relationship. 
 
    Finally, I pushed off the bed and dumped the entire contents of the closet into three large boxes, the boxes went into the garage, and Dad’s door got slammed shut.  
 
    I’d had enough emotional trauma for one day. 
 
    I was in my pajamas on the couch with a pint of Karamel Sutra before I had a chance to think about it anymore.  
 
    The noise next door got a little louder. A couple of feminine giggles came from Zac’s front porch as set the empty container on the coffee table and laid down on the couch, pulling my knees to my chest while listening to the neighborhood enjoy the summer.  
 
    I wondered where Dylan was in all this, but after glancing at the clock and realizing that right when the noise got louder it quickly quieted back down, I figured Dylan was probably in bed. Zac had said that sometimes they moved their get together to the yard when Dylan went to bed. Hence the getting louder. They were now outside. 
 
    Something crawled up my leg as I lay there with my eyes shut in that weird not-asleep-but-not-awake state. 
 
    First thing that came my mind was spider, so I kicked my leg with my other foot to hopefully squish that little sucker. But no, it crawled back up my leg. This time I kicked it harder, only to be met by a deep chuckle.  
 
    Wait. Spiders don’t chuckle. In a burst of panic, I pushed myself up, ready to fight for my life.  
 
    Instead of an intruder or the biggest spider known to man, I found Zac sitting on the opposite end of the couch as casual as could be, his index finger running over his top lip to hide the little grin. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” That might not have come out the exact way that I’d meant it to. To my ears, it sounded pretty harsh. 
 
    “It was getting a little crowded at my place, so I came over to see if you were awake. You fell asleep with the front door open.” He scowled down at me. Oops. Not that he wasn’t right. I shouldn’t have slept with my door completely open and unlocked for anyone to traipse right through. It was stupid, but I hadn’t expected to fall asleep. 
 
    “I was watching TV,” I said. His hand went back to my leg, wrapping around my ankle, and his fingers trailed across the skin there. “Why’d it get crowded?” I asked. 
 
    “Porter stopped seeing Nicole a while back… ” he said. “Apparently, dating a stripper isn’t everything he’s ever dreamed it would be. Anyway, she came over and brought a friend and I think she’s trying to make Porter jealous.” 
 
    “Porter doesn’t get jealous,” I said back. He never had as long as I’d known him at least. 
 
    “Exactly but in the trying, let’s just say the room got really uncomfortable. I made them go out into the backyard so he could deal with it. He fucking knows better than to let things go too far with my kid there.” 
 
    I was pretty sure I didn’t want him to elaborate on what “too far” meant. Whether because “too far” meant they were doing something nasty to make Porter jealous or if an argument had broken out. I didn’t really care enough to want details. 
 
    He just kept watching me. That was all it took to encourage me climb over on his lap and wrap my arms around his neck. 
 
    “Now this I like,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Since I wanted to shut him up, I did it with my lips. His hands squeezed my hips as my mouth worked against his, my tongue sliding against his, causing him to groan.  
 
    Zac tentatively trailed his fingers around to my stomach under the pink cotton tank top I had on. All I did was create a little extra room between us and that was enough for him to slide his hands farther up until they cupped my breasts.  
 
    My shirt pushed up as he moved. 
 
    It was the first time we were skin to skin, the first time he’d touched me so intimately and I didn’t want it to end. He cupped, squeezed, then pinched the nipples just hard enough to make me moan. My body flooded with a hot desire that settled between my legs. 
 
    Zac told me before that this wasn’t happening on my dad’s couch, but I had a bad day and knew he could make me feel better.  
 
    He was the one to break our marathon kiss to push me back just a couple of inches. His eyes left my face almost reluctantly to slowly slide down my body to take in where his hands held me tightly. His first glimpse of my naked breasts.  
 
    Just the thought of him looking sent my hormones into overdrive. 
 
    There wasn’t a pause or a moment of hesitation before his mouth descended, taking one nub between his lips, sucking gently, followed by not-so-gently, then rolling his tongue against me. My head dropped back as a moan came out louder than I’d expected, and I ground into his erection harder than I already was. One of his hands slipped around my back, holding me tighter to him. 
 
    He enjoyed the friction as much as I did. 
 
    “Man, I would’ve left your house for this, too.” Porter’s voice came through the screen door, splashing cold water all over my desire.  
 
    My eyes popped open widely and my spine straightened like a ruler. Zac sprung up rigidly against the couch. Some things got less rigid, damn it. 
 
    Zac pulled my shirt back down slowly like he was sorry to have to do it.  
 
    I was sorry to have him do it, but I couldn’t move until he did. No way was Porter getting even the smallest glimpse of my goodies. Zac leaned around me to look at his friend. It wasn’t a friendly look. It was one that said someone was getting his ass kicked later.  
 
    “Did you need something?” he asked through a tight jaw. 
 
    “Not as badly as you do,” Porter replied. I had to bite the corner of my mouth to keep from smiling because that was funny. Porter still couldn’t see my face, so I was good there, but Zac caught the move out of the corner of his eye, which made his face soften a notch and he ran a hand down the side of my face. “Look, I got Nicole to leave so the guys told me to come get you, but I can explain that you’re otherwise occupied. I can explain in detail. Might even draw a fucking picture of that sexy curve of Laney’s back.” 
 
    Woops. 
 
    Too far.  
 
    Zac stood, his face tight with irritation, taking care to set me on my feet, kissed me quickly, then sprang out of the house after his friend. I could hear them verbally abusing each other through the open door, so I ran over to watch. Zac launched himself off my porch, taking Porter to the ground. By the sound of the grunt Porter gave, I’d say that Zac got him pretty good in the stomach. When they were back on their feet, Zac turned toward me, putting his hand up to wave goodbye, and smiled. 
 
    “Night, Laney,” he called out. “And shut the door before you fall back asleep.” 
 
    I raised my hand to wave back so he’d know I heard him then closed and locked my front door. 
 
    I lay awake most of that night, which wasn’t unusual those days. What was different was that I stayed on the couch so I could hear the guys next door until I fell asleep. At some point, they settled down probably out of respect for the neighbors, though some of our neighbors were old enough that all they’d have to do is take their hearing aids out and they wouldn’t hear the apocalypse. 
 
    I lay awake in frustration. Of the psychological and the sexual. I could only do something about one of them and I was going to. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I had a plan. Once it was complete, I fell asleep somewhere around two-thirty. When I woke up around eleven, Zac had already left for work.  
 
    I showered and dressed in a comfy pair of shorts and a tank top and it was already into the afternoon when I finished breakfast. By then, East Branch was wide awake everywhere. It was going to take forever to get everything done. 
 
    I stopped by the pharmacy first. Zac was usually always prepared, especially after having Dylan, I was told, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Condoms were a must. Dylan was a cute little guy, but not something I wanted to try to replicate anytime soon.  
 
    Then I stopped at the store for some pop. No alcohol allowed. If this was going to happen—and if I got my way it was—I didn’t want either of us to be influenced by anything. I wanted to remember every single touch, every single kiss, because I’d wanted this since I was fifteen years old. 
 
    “Whoa, Laney, where’s the fire?” Porter grabbed my arm just as I was about to barrel right through him. I hadn’t been paying attention to where I was going obviously. 
 
    “Shit. Sorry.” I glanced down at his armful of pop. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” 
 
    “Yeah, well my asshole of a manager sent me out for drinks because it’s so fucking hot,” he explained. I snorted. Zac was his manager. “I was thinking I could pay him back by drowning him at the pond later.” 
 
    “No way.” I shook my head for emphasis. “Zac’s got plans later. He just doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “Anything I’d want to hear the details of later?” 
 
    “Ew. Gross. I hope not,” I said. That trademark Porter grin appeared once again. I sighed. “Porter, you have a sick mind, so it probably isn’t anything like what you’re imagining right now, but could you maybe not say anything to Zac about any of this?” 
 
    His smile grew and got less douchey. “You got it, Laney.” 
 
    After one last run into what I hoped was still Zac’s favorite deli, I returned home and put a few loose curls in my hair. It’d gotten pretty long because I hadn’t gone for a haircut since Christmas break. Maybe I’d have to talk to Maddie about that since cutting hair was what she did now.  
 
    Though I hadn’t seen her in a while so maybe she was avoiding me now.  
 
    I didn’t do much in the way of dressing up because that wasn’t me and wasn’t something Zac would expect anyway. I put on a cute sleeveless button-down top, white to go with the pastel skirt with little flowers around the hem that I’d been wanting to wear. Fastening the strappy wedges in place, I glanced at the clock. I didn’t have long before Zac would get home. 
 
    Now I waited.  
 
    I’d gone back and forth trying to decide if I should already be on his front steps when he got home or waiting fifteen minutes. It’d be the longest fifteen minutes of my life, but he’d come home smelling of oil and metal from work and I’d be dressed all cute. He wouldn’t be able to touch me with those gross hands and I’d have to wait for him to shower anyway.  
 
    Waiting at my own house was definitely better. 
 
    But I tracked him.  
 
    He pulled in the driveway, then went inside the house, and because the curtains were open, I watched him move from room to room. I felt like such a creeper, but how else would I know when to show up? 
 
    Once I heard the shower turn off through my open window and his, I gave him another five minutes, grabbed the drinks and sandwiches out of the fridge, threw my condom-filled purse over my shoulder, and went on over. 
 
    He must’ve still been getting dressed when I knocked because it took him a while to get to the door. His face lit up and he smiled widely when he saw me. We hadn’t made any plans, so there’d be no reason he’d expect to see me right then.  
 
    Yes, he’d have to work in the morning, so I might not be able to stay over, but I couldn’t remember his Dylan schedule right then and didn’t want to chance waiting another week. 
 
    “Hey.” He smiled, leaning a shoulder against the door jamb. 
 
    “I was wondering if you still like the Dork Deli?” I smiled back because that wasn’t what the place was called, but it had earned its name when we were in middle school. It had just sort of stuck. 
 
    “I do.” He pushed the door open so I could come inside. 
 
    “I was thinking, and you can kick me out of you’ve had a better offer, but I thought we could watch a movie and have some subs.” 
 
    “I don’t think a better offer exists.” 
 
    He chose the movie while I got our dinner set up, which was really just the sandwiches and chips. He went to the kitchen for glasses. I already had the drinks and they were cold.  
 
    We were all set. 
 
    We watched this comedy that most women might have scoffed at, but I loved it. I didn’t care what we watched while we ate. When he went for the second movie, I slipped my sandals off and brought my knees up onto the couch. He came back, sliding his arm around me as the opening credits started. 
 
    “No. No, no, no. I can’t believe you put this in. I hate this movie.” I wasn’t a big fan of scary movies in general, but for some reason this one, about a kid getting sucked into the TV, really rattled me. 
 
    Even when we were kids, Porter and Zac had a thing for older scary movies. They were ridiculous, but the guys loved them. 
 
    “I know.” He cocked an eyebrow and smirked. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    “Zac! It’s old and you know I didn’t sleep for a week after we saw it in sixth grade.” 
 
    “I know,” he said again, that shitty grin turning into a full smile. 
 
    “But you put it in anyway?” 
 
    Nodding, he answered, “I figured it was the best way to get you to not watch the movie.” 
 
    He didn’t give me the chance to figure out what he meant. He just went for it. 
 
    His lips hit mine. It took me a second to respond, but boy, did I respond, kissing him just as desperately as he kissed me. His tongue slid against mine, then backtracked, allowing me to explore him as my hands slipped up under his shirt to trace over the hard planes that I’d only seen a handful of times since I’d been back. 
 
    “Whoa.” He pulled back breathlessly. “Door’s open, shades are open. Despite what you may have heard, I’m not about to give Mrs. Greenblatt across the street a show.” 
 
    Keeping my gaze on him and steady, I leaned in close and whispered, “Then shut them.” 
 
    A flash of surprise was quickly replaced by a smoldering need. It was only going on eight, but he jumped up, shut and locked the front door, then came back, grabbed my hand, and pulled me to my feet. 
 
    Leading me to his room, a room I hadn’t seen in four years, but one I’d been as familiar with as my own once. It was the same but more grown up. Zac hadn’t been one for posters or anything whose sole purpose was to take up space.  
 
    But it was cleaner. 
 
    Much more man than boy. 
 
    “You didn’t take your parents’ room?” I asked as he shut the door. 
 
    He shook his head. “Dylan has toys and shit. He needed the space more.” 
 
    Then his mouth was on mine, nipping, licking and tasting so completely, the air left my lungs and had me panting for more. He guided me back slowly until my legs hit his bed and I fell onto the plush mattress. Before he could join me, I climbed up to the top so that my head rested on his pillows.  
 
    They smelled like him. Every one of my senses was overwhelmed with him.  
 
    Zac. The boy next door. The boy who had been in my dreams ever since I’d known to dream them. 
 
    He fell in beside me, cupping my face and kissing me softly at first, then with passion, back to barely-there feather touches. He was good at this, barely touching me until I was begging for more, pulling him closer. Then giving me what I wanted, bringing me to the brink of losing control, before backing off to start all over again. And all that with just grazes of his fingers and his lips on mine. 
 
     But he didn’t move any further. As if content to lay there and kiss me all night. I wouldn’t have complained any other day, but today, I wanted more.  
 
    Taking initiative, I pushed him back just enough to give me the room I needed to pull his shirt off, exposing all the hard muscles and soft skin I wanted to make mine. He wasn’t cut like a guy who spent all his spare time in the gym, but every single inch of him was hard and strong.  
 
    Somewhere in the back of my brain, I admitted that him looking like this was the reason that every guy I’d been interested in had reminded me of Zac in some way, but none of them had measured up.  
 
    How could they have? 
 
    I’d expected a little tit-for-tat. I’d taken his shirt off, so in my mind, he should’ve been working the buttons on mine, yet he didn’t. Actually, last night on my couch, his hands had gotten farther than he was right then. Pulling back, reluctantly taking my lips from his, I searched his face.  
 
    I knew what mine looked like.  
 
    Flushed pink, my chest rising and falling quickly.  
 
    But his… I could see the desire everywhere, even if it wasn’t pressing against my leg. His eyelids drooped. This was the look of a man completely turned on. Yet his hands didn’t move. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked quietly. 
 
    Instead of answering, he lifted off me until he was sitting up with an arm wrapped around one bent leg. 
 
    “Zac. Is something wrong?” I asked. Still nothing. Then I started to freak out on the inside. I knew I hadn’t misjudged this thing between us. No, we hadn’t had any big “where do we stand” type of conversation, but we hadn’t needed to. Biting my lips together, I took a deep breath, then started to slide off the bed. “OK, then.” 
 
    “Wait.” His hand shot out, wrapping around my wrist so I wouldn’t leave. 
 
    “Then talk to me. What’s going on? I assumed you want this as much as I do.” I swallowed hard. “If I was wrong, tell me. I’m a big girl.” 
 
    “Laney, I do. Trust me… I do.” The sincerity in his voice couldn’t be faked. Not even by a master liar, which he was not. Knowing him as long as I had, I’d know if he was just trying to make me feel better. He wasn’t. He wanted this. 
 
    “Then what? Zac, you need to start talking.” 
 
    “I… ” He took a deep breath, then blew it out slowly. “I’m nervous as hell, Laney.”  
 
    That didn’t make sense. He had more experience than most people I knew. 
 
    “Nervous?” I asked. “Pretty sure you’ve done this before, Zac.” 
 
    “Not with you.” He still wasn’t making any sense. “OK.” He sighed while sliding over so he could face me. “So, I’ve thought about you so many times and from what you’ve said, you’ve thought about me.” I nodded. “What if I screw this up? We can’t go back, and I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Not at all what I’d been expecting, but fuck that did something to my heart.  
 
    “You’re adorable,” I said softly.  
 
    That was honestly the cutest thing ever. When he’d said he didn’t want to screw this up, I knew he didn’t mean the sex. That would be phenomenal. He’d meant us, our relationship. He didn’t want to go back to how it had been for four years.  
 
    I didn’t, either. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead of trying to talk him into having sex with me, I knew that action was the way to go. I didn’t want to talk him into being with me, I wanted him to want to be with me. Or not be able to stand not being with me. He just needed a little reassurance. 
 
    Keeping my eyes firmly planted on his, I slowly undid the top button on my shirt. Then the next and the next until I could pull it wide open and off my shoulders, then I dropped it on the floor next to the bed. 
 
    Then I moved off the bed, undid my skirt, and let it fall to the floor until I could step out of it.  
 
    I crawled slowly back onto the bed next to him in just a white bra and panties, lay back on his pillow like I was getting comfortable, and closed my eyes. 
 
    “I’ll just wait here until you decide what you want to do.” 
 
    I barely finished the sentence before he climbed over and was kissing me again, sucking my tongue into his mouth and this time, letting his hands roam.  
 
    First to the familiar area he’d previewed the night before. He reached around to undo the clasp on my bra. I arched my back, giving him the extra room. Once it was undone, he slid the straps down my arms and pulled it away completely. Any hesitation he had before was gone when he lowered his head to take a nipple in his mouth. My fingers curled into his hair when the shock of his warm breath caressed my skin. 
 
    His lips traced down my stomach to my panties. There was only a moment before he slowly slid those down my legs. I didn’t know how much longer I was going to be able to wait.  
 
    I wanted him.  
 
    I wanted him inside me so badly that I almost came undone when he kissed the inside of my thigh, scraping his teeth against my skin. Then again when his tongue ran gently over my most sensitive area. He and I groaned at exactly the same time. I couldn’t take it. I needed him. I wanted to be as close to him as I could possibly be. We could cover everything else next time. Or the time after that. I didn’t care. 
 
    I reached down, ran my hand over the line of his jaw, then lifted him from me. I didn’t say anything. Didn’t need to. He saw my face and that was enough.  
 
    Slipping down off the bed, he watched me while undoing his pants and letting them fall to his feet. I should have felt self-conscious about the way he was seeing every single intimate part of me, but all that did was turn me on more. I wanted him to look, wanted him to like what he saw. If his body was doing the talking, he loved every single bit of me.  
 
    “Oh, crap.” I shot up. “Condoms. In my purse.” Which was in the living room. 
 
    “I got it covered, Laney.” He turned to pull one out of the top drawer of his dresser while I sunk back down onto the mattress. 
 
    I watched him the way he had me as he lowered his boxer briefs. His erection bounced out as he pulled those down his legs as well and then he rolled the condom on. Zac kissed his way back up my body until he could settle between my legs. His gaze locked with mine as he sunk down inside me. I tried to keep my own eyes open, but the sensation of him stretching me was far too good. I just couldn’t.  
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head involuntarily and I sighed. 
 
    Zac’s lips and hands touched everywhere they could as his hips ground into mine, pushing me closer to both him and that wonderful moment when the world disappeared as I found a momentary euphoria. The room was filled with the low sound of kisses against my skin as he pushed harder through my orgasm, his breath coming quicker, hot and moist against my neck, where he’d buried his head.  
 
    I clung to him, my hands gripping his back because there wasn’t anything else I could do. Just hold on for the ride. It took all I had left inside me to match his movements with my own. The small sounds in his throat pushed me faster until those sounds became more satisfied and his movements slowed. 
 
    Another long kiss, then two quicker ones, and Zac slowly pulled out of me then rolled over, his arm slipping around my shoulders. All we could do then was catch out breaths.  
 
    As good as that had been, I was flooded with ideas of everything else I wanted to do with him. Things I probably never would have tried with anyone else. Because I trusted Zac with my body, with my heart, and I wanted more. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he said, kissing the side of my head before leaving the room. The water turned on in the bathroom across the hall. 
 
    While he was gone, I grabbed the T-shirt he’d been wearing and slipped it over my head just so I wouldn’t be completely naked. When he came back, he did a double-take of me in his shirt, then grabbed his boxer briefs, slipped them on, and dropped back beside me. 
 
    “Hope you don’t mind,” I said, indicating that I was talking about the shirt. 
 
    “Not in the least.” He pulled me to him, my head resting on his shoulder. I reached up and took his fingers in mine, then slid them back and forth. I loved the feeling of his skin against mine. “We should’ve done that in high school.”  
 
    A loud laugh burst from my chest. I hadn’t expected him to say that or the laugh that had followed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t have been the same for you,” I said. “I had a lot to learn back then.” 
 
    “I would’ve taught you. I wish I’d been the one you learned with.”  
 
    I pushed up, gave him another kiss and said, “I’m going to run to the bathroom. Be right back.” 
 
    One thing my mother always insisted, much to my dismay, that a woman always needed to pee after sex. It might’ve made me uncomfortable, but it was at least useful information. Once I’d taken care of business, I went right back and slid in beside Zac again. 
 
    The room had grown darker while we’d been occupied. We spoke quietly in the otherwise silent room, as if we were afraid someone might hear us. No one would, we knew that, even after he hopped up to crack both windows in the room because it had gotten stuffy with all our hard breathing. 
 
    It wasn’t late, but we stayed right there snuggled into one another until we both fell asleep.  
 
    Pretty sure I went first. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The alarm was set to blare at seven so Zac could get to work. That was his schedule. He needed to be in by eight to get the store open to the general public. Joe started earlier so the mechanics around town could get what they needed on their way into the shop.  
 
    When my eyes popped open at six-thirty, I slid out of bed, trying not to wake him, and tiptoed my way to his kitchen. But first I needed a pit stop at the bathroom to pee and brush my teeth with a toothbrush I’d slipped into my purse before I’d left home just in case.  
 
    I only hoped he had something I could make for breakfast. It was such a cliché to make him breakfast the morning after, but I still wanted to do it, even if being up so early was completely unlike me. I was a college student. We studied late and slept even later. Luckily for me, he had eggs and bread. Not a gourmet meal by any means, but I wouldn’t know how to make that happen anyway. 
 
    I’d just dropped the eggs into the pan when a set of strong arms wrapped around me. 
 
    Zac held me tightly and nuzzled into my neck, kissing softly. “Good morning,” he said into my ear. 
 
    “Morning.” I smiled as I twisted to kiss him quickly. “You still had a little longer to sleep.” 
 
    “When you live alone and hear someone in your house, no matter how hard they are trying to be quiet, you get up.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I smiled even bigger. He must have had dog ears because I could barely hear myself. 
 
    “Gives me extra time with you.”  
 
    He pulled at my hips until I turned around so he his lips could devour mine so completely that I would’ve been happy if he never went to work again. Then he lifted me onto the counter between the stove and sink to continue the all-consuming takeover of my senses. 
 
    “The eggs are going to burn,” I said, pulling back to look at him.  
 
    One corner of his mouth tugged up as he leaned over to turn the burner off. 
 
    “I can grab something on my way to work.” Zac moved back in to kiss me on the lips again, then trailed down my throat, only to be obstructed by the shirt I’d stolen the night before. “Well, this is in the way.” He yanked the T-shirt up over my head before I could respond. I had nothing on underneath.  
 
    I was sitting on the counter in the kitchen his mom used to make dinner on, completely naked and wishing he was too. 
 
    “I’m naked in your kitchen.” 
 
    He leaned back, taking the scene in. The scene being me from head to toe. I let him look. 
 
    “Yeah. I really like it.”  
 
    He cupped my cheeks and this time there was nothing gentle in the way his mouth moved against mine. I gave as good as I got. He must’ve thought this through at least somewhat because once his fingers worked me into a frenzy, he slipped a condom on and pushed inside me. 
 
    It was quick and dirty and everything I could’ve hoped for out of a quick morning sex.  
 
    With Zac, I knew, if he and I were ever to be together, there would be times like last night where we’d move slow, make things last. It’d be sweet.  
 
    Then there would be times like this. It’d be a coming together of two bodies to fill a need. It wasn’t an emotionless void of sex, but we weren’t making love, either.  
 
    Every thrust into me was made with feeling in the way his hands caressed the curve of my breast and held my hips. The way his lips brushed mine, nipping and sucking. It was a complete spectrum of feelings that pushed me into oblivion with Zac right behind me. 
 
    He stood between my legs, his head on my bare shoulder. My fingers gently played with the edge of his hair until he pulled himself together enough to move. And by move, I mean kiss me some more. Kisses that could lead somewhere if we let them again but he needed to go to work. 
 
    “OK.” I blew out a breath. “You should go take a shower before work.” 
 
    “I usually shower after.” He didn’t want to move, and he didn’t even try to. That was pretty clear. 
 
    “But now you smell like sex.” 
 
    “I can live with that.”  
 
    I laughed and smacked his stomach. “Yeah, I’m sure Porter would let it slide, right?” 
 
    He sighed, knowing I was right, so off to the shower he went. 
 
    While he cleaned up, I got dressed in the clothes I’d discarded on his bedroom floor the night before. After finger brushing my hair, I was slipping my shoes on when he came out of the bathroom with a towel around his waist. 
 
    Uh. No. Not a good idea. 
 
    I knew this was the “honeymoon” portion of the relationship. That time when a couple can’t get enough of each other. I’d honestly never experienced it quite so intensely. But even after just being with him, I had the urge to yank that towel from his body and make him mine again. 
 
    But then he’d never get to work, and he had a kid to support. 
 
    Zac insisted on walking me home before he left. He held my hand like he didn’t want to let it go and if we’d moved any slower, we would have been moving backward. If I had things my way, we’d still be inside his house—naked. I will admit that I thought there might be a little bit of awkwardness after finally seeing each other naked for the first time, but all it did for me was make me want to see him again. 
 
    And again.  
 
    And again. 
 
    “What are you doing this weekend?” I asked, halfway there. 
 
    “It’s my weekend with Dylan. We should take him to the park.”  
 
    We? I hadn’t spent much time with the kid but given how our relationship had just taken a big leap, it seemed I probably should. I wanted to be in Zac’s life in whatever way worked out and Dylan was Zac’s life. It made sense. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. How about next weekend?” 
 
    “Next weekend is yours if you want it.” 
 
    “I was thinking we could go for a short road trip. I could take you to see my campus.” 
 
    He smiled. “That sounds good.”  
 
    “Before you say that, I should tell you that Rhian will insist on seeing us.” 
 
    “Then we shouldn’t mention it to Porter. He’ll want to go.” There was something there he wasn’t saying. Porter being his best friend, Zac would’ve known if something happened between Rhian and Porter. Though I thought she would’ve told me as well. 
 
    “It’s so weird. I haven’t seen him show actual interest in anyone maybe ever,” I said to Zac. Really, I was just fishing for information. “Then again, maybe he’s changed in the last four years.”  
 
    “He hasn’t. Today is his birthday and he wants to celebrate at the pond tonight.” Nice deflection on Zac’s part. He paused like he was waiting for me to say something, but I didn’t have anything to offer. Zac could come and go as he pleased. I didn’t have a monopoly on his time. “I should let him know if we’re going or not,” he said. 
 
    “We? So we’re a package deal now?” I asked. We stopped on my porch so I could get the door unlocked. 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, we are.” 
 
    I liked the sound of that a little too much. 
 
    “OK, then,” I told him. “We’ll go then.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know but I gotta go. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I gave him an honest smile. “No need to be sorry. You have a job. Go.” Still he kissed me four times before finally heading over to his shower. 
 
    I needed a shower. 
 
    I took that first then laid down for a little nap. I hadn’t slept that much at Zac’s house and if I was going to be out late again, a little sleep wasn’t a bad idea. After that, I took time getting myself ready for the pond and did some laundry while watching TV. Got it all done before Zac came home. 
 
    He picked me up right after work so we could celebrate our friend’s birthday at the pond. It was just like old times. 
 
    Including the times during high school that Zac would have to shut Porter down when he’d started “playfully” harassing me. Porter would never try to be intentionally mean. I just didn’t usually find his jokes about me not dating hilarious. Although this time that kind of talk had to do with Zac and me.  
 
    Nonetheless, Porter had gotten shut down when he got to the point that a menacing look from Zac no longer did the trick and a low level of violence had to be employed.  
 
    Those two were like little boys when they were together. 
 
    Brad, Jay, and Andy were already there when we arrived, and it was great hanging out with them. They were easy to get along with because they never expected much. 
 
    The water was warm, even so late in the day, but the air stayed hot all the time now, so it was expected. I would’ve paid for someone to take a picture of Zac’s face when I pulled my cover-up off to get into the water. I’d purposely chosen a blue-and-white bikini similar to the one that he’d seemed to like so much in high school. His jaw went slack, and he just kept staring. 
 
    It had the effect I’d intended. 
 
    While he grabbed a drink and stopped to talk with the guys, I waded slowly into the water.  
 
    I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed being there—home.  
 
    Home. If home was what this place still was.  
 
    Once we left East Branch, I’d felt like I didn’t really belong anywhere. I’d spent the first few months untethered, floating through my new life without Zac or Maddie. I’d only spent a year with my mom and the few friends I’d made at my new high school before I left for college.  
 
    There were people I could talk to when I first got to college but had lived with someone different every year. Rhian was the only person who’d stuck, but even she still wasn’t home.  
 
    Zac was home. East Branch was home. Could it be again? Did I even want it to be?  
 
    I stood in the pond with the water coming to just under my breasts, contemplating my future because the one I’d been planning seemed even more feasible now that I’d come back and had my friends again.  
 
    I was in a peaceful place right there… alone… Until a set of strong arms wrapped around me from behind. I knew it was Zac because who else would it be? The guys wouldn’t touch me intimately even jokingly now that they knew Zac and I were together. 
 
    “I feel like you picked this bikini out on purpose,” he said close to my ear, sending a shiver down my body. 
 
    “Maybe I did.” I couldn’t stop a stupid smile from appearing. But I kept my back turned so he didn’t fully see it. “That a problem?” 
 
    “Actually, it is.” He leaned in so that his lips brushed my ear, sending blood to every pleasurable area in my body. Being with Zac wasn’t something I’d get tired of quickly, if ever. “It’s like our last summer together,” he said. “I could barely keep my hands to myself then and now that I know what I was missing, it’s even harder.” He brushed against my backside showing me just how hard things had become for him. 
 
    Zac loosened his grip around me, leaving one arm to hold me steady while the other ran softly down my stomach until his pinky finger slid just inside my bikini bottom under the water. 
 
    “What are you—?” I tried to turn, but he held me firmly, which made turning impossible. 
 
    “If you relax and lean back into me, it’ll just look like I’m holding my girl.” 
 
    My brain blinked like in the cartoons when it tried to make sense of what he’d just said. It’d just look like he was holding me meant that he’d actually be doing something else. And I wanted every last thing he could do to me. So, I did exactly what he’d said and leaned back against his strong chest and hard dick. Yeah, I could feel just about every detail. 
 
    Zac let his hand drift even farther into my bikini bottom until his fingers brushed against the sensitive area that made my legs automatically spread slightly more open. My head dropped back, hitting him with a muted thud that may have shaken my brain. He kept applying pressure, then used his other hand to pull my chin to the left so that his lips could claim mine.  
 
    It was a little uncomfortable at first, but I couldn’t have made myself move if I’d wanted to.  
 
    His tongue touched mine at the same time his fingers sunk right into me. A small squeak of surprise got swallowed by him as his thumb took over the work his fingers had been doing. 
 
    Surprisingly, he moved so expertly that his movements were barely making any waves in the water. 
 
    I had to force my eyes open to glance around quickly, still kissing him, just to make sure no one was too close… or watching. It was like we were alone in the pond, in our own little bubble without a care in the world. 
 
    His magical fingers brought me to the edge, coaxed me over to where everything was right with the world, then slowly brought me back down. I kept my eyes squeezed shut, my lips bit together so hard that I thought I might draw blood until every last drop of pleasure left my body and Zac pulled his hand out of my bikini. 
 
    “I could get used to that,” he said breathlessly before kissing my shoulder. I wanted to say that I could too, but those words—or heck, any words—were on vacation. 
 
    “Zac, Laney, we’re going to sing to Porter,” Maddie called from the shore. 
 
    Worry suddenly took over where ecstasy had been. If she was close enough to call out to us, then she could’ve known what we were doing and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  
 
    She might’ve been one of my best friends before, the kind of best friend I would’ve told about this very thing, but now she’d been with him, too. That could be weird.  
 
    Ugh, what a mess. 
 
    “She could only see my back,” he said before I’d had a chance to verbalize any of my worries. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I turned to face him. 
 
    Zac glanced down, his jaw clamped shut, but he blinked more than normal. “Would it be terrible? If someone knew what we’d been doing?” 
 
    “No. But knowing and seeing are two different things. I’ve never done any sex stuff in public before and don’t really love the idea of being caught.” 
 
    “I guess that’s a first we get to share,” he said, taking my hand to lead me back to the group. 
 
    “Ah, Laney, love the bikini,” Porter said with a snort when we got over to him. “I take it he told you about the one you used to wear.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “He told me. I’m not saying I believe him.” 
 
    “Oh, you should believe him. I’ve heard more about that damn thing than I ever wanted to.” 
 
    Zac shrugged when I looked at him. He didn’t seem to care that Porter was outing him. He’d already done it himself anyway, I supposed. 
 
    “Oh, God,” added Porter, “or that fucking blue dress you were going to wear out with Evan what’s-his-fuck. If I never heard about how you looked in that again I’d be a happy, happy man.” 
 
    “Porter,” I said with a stomp of my foot. Those two were up to something. In cahoots. “He hated that dress.” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” Zac added with a shrug when my eyebrows went down in confusion. 
 
    “You said it was ugly,” I reminded him. 
 
    “It was.” Zac smirked. The rat bastard. 
 
    “You said that dress was like a hate crime.” 
 
    Porter snorted beside Zac, which brought a little grin to Zac’s face. 
 
    “It would have been,” he explained as if that cleared anything up. “If you’d worn it out with Evan, he wouldn’t have been able to keep his hands off you, then I would’ve had to kill him simply because he was male. Ergo, hate crime. Or we”—he swung his thumb from himself to Porter—“would’ve had to beat his ass strictly because he’s a guy.” 
 
    “You’re both so… ” I sighed and shook my head. “You’re both so ridiculous, I almost can’t stand you.” 
 
    Hours later, the party was winding down, and it was past the time swimming was allowed. Even if people didn’t always follow that rule, and the group had shrunk. It was still hot outside, so I’d just added my tank top over my bikini instead of getting fully dressed. Zac spread a blanket out for us to sit on. Eventually, I moved to rest my head on his lap and his hand gripped my hip. 
 
    It was peaceful.  
 
    It was comfortable.  
 
    And it was perfect. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    The weekend after Porter’s birthday, Zac took Dylan to movie. He’d invited me but I told him I had some things to take care of. In reality, I spent an hour on the phone with Rhian and half that on the phone with my mother. Two very different conversations.  
 
    With Rhian we talked and giggled about the things I told her, mostly having to do with Zac. Yes, she got the details because she always got the details and that was just how it worked.  
 
    However, talking to my mother was a lot different. She just wanted to know I was OK though I did tell her that Zac and I were together but no details. I was tempted to ask about the clothing I found in Dad’s closet but opted not to. If she’d known something, surely, she would’ve told me.  
 
    Over the course of the week, I paid bills again, took inventory of my money situation and began to think about what I was going to do with the house while I was at school, assuming I truly settled on not selling. I cleaned but gave my dad’s room the stink eye. I also had to start looking at my fall classes and what books I’d need. It’d come sooner rather than later. 
 
    That following weekend, I met Zac bright and early Saturday morning to make the three-hour drive to my college campus in Ohio. It’d be pretty sparse since not many students took summer classes, but still, he’d get to see where I lived the majority of the year.  
 
    It being too early for me, I decided to let him drive. I was too tired. He was used to being up and out of the house every morning for work, whereas I was still a lazy college student who would prefer to sleep as late as possible than be expected to be presentable before noon, let alone eight o’clock in the morning.  
 
    I’d bitch about leaving so early, but I was the one who’d set the time. 
 
    However, I was not expecting to see Porter sitting on the ground with his back against the tire on my car with a big shit-eating grin on his face. 
 
    “Sorry,” Zac said, crossing the yard for a kiss. “He asked what I was doing today. I said we had plans but didn’t say what.” 
 
    “And what?” I glared suspiciously at Porter, who could definitely hear us. 
 
    “I’ve been sitting here for about half an hour,” Porter said. “Come on. Where are we going?” 
 
    I could’ve told him to leave. That this was just for Zac and me, but I didn’t.  
 
    “What if I tell you there’s a condition?” I asked, smirking over at him as Zac and I approached. 
 
    “I’m sure that won’t be a problem.” Porter had always been cocky, and I needed that to still be true for this to work. If he wanted to go see Rhian with us, he’d have to earn it. 
 
    “Kiss me,” I said. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Zac’s voice came from the back end of the car, where he’d taken the bag I packed. It was just supposed to be a day trip, but I always went places prepared. What if I spilled on my shirt? I’d need a replacement. Zac had thrown a few things in too. 
 
    “Seriously?” Porter smiled. 
 
    “Yeah. I want to see if Porter the Legend is really an Urban Legend.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Zac said again, stomping toward us. I held up a hand, stopping him. He was just going to have to trust me. 
 
    “Uh, Zac’s right there.” Porter still had that smirk on his face. 
 
    “I have a lot of forgiveness chips to play with him, so don’t worry about it. Kiss me, Porter.” 
 
    Porter had never looked as uncomfortable as he did right then. I kind of took pride in the fact that I was the one doing it to him. It also told me a lot of what I wanted to know. But I wasn’t done yet. This was the biggest challenge I’d ever made. 
 
    “I swear to God if your lips touch her, I’ll end you.” There went my guy again, but I brushed him away with my hand. He groaned. 
 
    “Come on, Porter,” I said. “Now or never. Are you coming with us or not?” 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath, then took a step toward me. My heart sputtered when his hands cupped the sides of my head. Shit. I hadn’t expected him to really do it.  
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Zac said, leaning against my Jeep. 
 
    Porter leaned in closer. I could feel his breath on my face.  
 
    I hadn’t been serious when I’d challenged him. It was supposed to be funny when he refused, but… fuck… I couldn’t really back down, either. I’d never hear the end of it. But I also didn’t know where his lips had been and didn’t want them on me.  
 
    Finally, he dropped his hands and yelled. “Fuck! I can’t do it, Laney.” My eyebrows raised in surprise. I’d won. He’d stopped before I’d had to stop him. “Zac is my best friend. I can’t kiss you.” 
 
    A little smile appeared on my lips. “OK. You can go with us.” 
 
    “What?” Poor Porter looked so confused. 
 
    “What?” I asked back. “I had to have a little fun with you. You want to go with us so badly, it was the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    He snapped his jaw together and though he visibly tried not to, he smiled a little. 
 
    “You’re a sneaky bitch,” he said with a laugh, then he went around Zac to climb into the backseat. 
 
    “You trying to kill me?” Zac asked, still looking annoyed. 
 
    “No,” I said through a giggle. 
 
    “Well, for not trying, you almost succeeded. Porter’s lips can’t ever touch yours.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I gave him a mocked salute and climbed on in. 
 
    I got the distinct impression once we were in the car that Porter had somehow felt that whatever we were doing, Rhian would be involved. He was right, but I worried about my best friend. 
 
    Rhian excelled at not getting hurt by a guy and Porter was a good enough person not to intentionally hurt anyone. But there was something about those two that left me with an uneasy feeling. Mostly I didn’t want things to get weird if the two of them hooked up and it somehow ended badly. 
 
    We made the trip with only one stop because I was thirsty. Instead of going to Rhian’s first, as she kept insisting via text message, I took Zac to campus.  
 
    State’s campus was huge and impressive. Zac took it all in and kept commenting on how big it was. ‘Course, I didn’t think he’d been on any college campus before, let alone one the size of mine. 
 
    “You go here?” he asked. I smiled and nodded. “And you don’t get lost?” 
 
    “Oh, she has,” Rhian said out of nowhere.  
 
    I swung around to find her smug face with a cocked eyebrow. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I smiled because I really should’ve been able to predict this. When I told her we were going to campus first, of course she would’ve shown up. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t see you that often right now,” she said, then pointed at Zac. “And you’re not going to tell him the really good stories.” 
 
    “Yeah, neither are you.” There were certain things my boyfriend didn’t need to hear. 
 
    “I’d love the good stories,” Zac said, leaning against my Jeep looking all hopeful. 
 
    “At this point, I think those stories are mandatory.” Porter stood with a big cheesy grin on his face. 
 
    I could only shake my head at the entire group. 
 
    First, we took the guys to the freshman dorms. We couldn’t show them inside the actual rooms because it was summer and most were gutted for cleaning, but they got the general idea.  
 
    We roamed around Rhian’s and my old building from floor to floor and laughed at things the guys couldn’t begin to understand.  
 
    Until we were on the fifth floor. Then I wanted to kill my best friend. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Isn’t this the floor that Ashby kid lived on?” she asked at the start of the long hallway. 
 
    I groaned. She knew exactly where he’d lived. 
 
    “Shut up, Rhian.” I threw her a look that said I meant business. 
 
    “Ashby kid?” Porter asked. It figured he wouldn’t let it go. Leave it to my former friend to demand answers. 
 
    “Nobody,” I said, continuing to walk forward in hopes that they’d all follow. They did, but so slowly that I knew we wouldn’t get anywhere until there was an answer. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Laney. This is hilarious,” said Rhian. I shook my head, but she didn’t care. “OK, so Trent Ashby was Laney’s first college hookup and they were up here doing their thing when his roommate came back. He burst through the door, scaring the hell out of them.” She led us right to his door. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I would have remembered the room number off the top of my head. “She freaks out and runs out of there like her pants were on fire.” 
 
    Rhian was already laughing so hard, it was almost impossible to understand her. Which of course had Porter and Zac cracking up just because she was. 
 
    “Thing is… she forgot her actual pants,” added Rhian. 
 
    “What?” Porter asked through a hard laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, OK, whatever. We’ve all done it,” I said in my own defense. 
 
    “I have never forgotten to put pants on before leaving somewhere,” Zac offered. 
 
    “And… ” Rhian roared even louder. “She had to get across campus in just her underwear… in the middle of the afternoon… ” 
 
    “His roommate was supposed to be in class,” I said in my own defense. “And you didn’t see any of this, Rhian which means you don’t know what really happened.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you lied to me when you told me about it?” 
 
    My face burned with embarrassment even years later. That had been the most humiliating moment of my life. “No.” The three of them laughed even louder. Then I walked away, shaking my head, leaving them behind me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    That day trip to campus had been just the kind of fun thing Zac and I had needed. With his job and him parenting, we didn’t get a lot of opportunity to date like regular people. We saw each other, hung out together a lot, and I didn’t need to go out to spend time with him. But the day trip was something just for us. Well… and Porter then Rhian. 
 
    By the end of July, I still hadn’t finished Dad’s room and it was time. It needed to be done. Zac and I hadn’t talked about what was going to happen when I left again. We’d been together about six weeks, which wasn’t long in the grand scheme of things, but it was enough for us.  
 
    I still wanted to teach somewhere like East Branch and since I now had a house fully paid for here, instead of someplace like East Branch, I was beginning to think I wanted to come to East Branch permanently.  
 
    Since it was summer, Zac got to have Dylan for longer periods of time. No school meant they could let up on the schedule. The longest stretch of time was two weeks and during that time, I went on some outings with them. The zoo. The pond. The park. But I didn’t want to be the kind of girlfriend who demanded so much attention that it took away from his kid. Plus this was likely the biggest block of time he’d get with Dylan. It was his. 
 
    Which was how I found myself back in my dad’s room during Dylan’s second week.  
 
    The door creaked open like it had the last time I’d been inside. I knew the closet was empty because I’d done that in a semi-manic state, so the next logical stop was the dresser. This time, I worked slower, going through everything to ensure I was making the right decisions. Another box got filled with his clothes and joined the others in the garage. 
 
    Dad’s watch went in my room. It’d been his dad’s, so I wanted to keep it. There wasn’t much I wanted because none of it was him. I was hit with this feeling of gratitude for Zac. He’d spent the entire summer so far making me feel better, keeping my mind off the fact that my father was gone. I’d never forgotten for a single moment, but it had been easier. 
 
    The nightstand on one side didn’t hold too much in the way of keepsakes. Magazines. Stuff like that. But the other had a small photo album and other more personal items. Dad sure liked his memories.  
 
    At first when I flipped it open it looked like him with friends. Friends I had never met which meant I couldn’t put names to any of them.  
 
    Upon closer inspection, I realized it was just one friend. So I kept going. And my heart stopped.  
 
    It. Fucking. Stopped. 
 
    I looked at the picture, seeing but not understanding. That friend was kissing Dad. It wasn’t a friendly kiss, either. Not that I knew what a friendly kiss between guys would look like.  
 
    My heart pumped in my chest and my mouth began to water like I might throw up. This wasn’t my dad. Not the one I knew. What else could he have hiding in his bedroom just waiting for me to find? Not knowing what to do, I jumped to my feet, knocking into the nightstand, which sent the lamp on top crashing to the ground. I had to get out there. The air was too thick. I needed someone, anyone who could answer. 
 
    I didn’t remember the quick walk over to Zac’s. Didn’t remember leaving my house or climbing his stairs, but there I was standing at his door with a heaving chest, trying to calm myself before I had a heart attack like Dad had, a picture in my hand. I knew what the pictures meant, somewhere deep inside of me, but my conscious self wouldn’t acknowledge it. The inside door was open, but they didn’t see me at first. 
 
    Zac, Porter, and Dylan were on the couch playing the same racing game I’d played with Dylan the night I’d babysat. I could tell by the music coming from the speakers. They were laughing and smiling, having a great time. I thought about not interrupting, but what would I do then? 
 
    Porter nudged Zac, then glanced out at me. Zac dropped the controller and hopped up. He was out the door before I could tell him to forget about it. 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong?” He came a full step closer. I didn’t know what he saw on my face, but I could tell it worried him. 
 
    “Who is this?” I asked, thrusting the picture toward him. It wasn’t a given that he’d know, but he was the best chance I had. 
 
    “Uh.” He looked at the picture then glanced back at the door. “Lance.” 
 
    “Lance?” I asked. He nodded while shoving his hands deep into his pockets. 
 
    “Your dad’s boyfriend. I know it’s hard to tell from that angle, but it is. I talked to him in passing a few times. Didn’t know him super well though.” 
 
    “Zac,” I snapped. “What the fuck are you talking about?” I felt like I was losing my mind or had been warped into some kind of alternate reality because what Zac had said made no sense. 
 
    “OK, Laney, calm down.” He cupped my cheek with his hand. “I assumed you were upset because you thought your dad was cheating on Lance. Lance seemed like a good guy. Apparently, I was wrong about what you were asking. So, let’s start over.” He pulled me away from the open screen door, where I could hear Porter keeping Dylan occupied. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The tears fell freely but silently down my cheeks. “I was finishing Dad’s room and found these pictures. My dad is kissing a guy, Zac.” 
 
    He stood quietly, searching my face for something. A sign of how to proceed, maybe. “Laney, you knew your dad was into guys, right? I thought he was gay but you found those clothes so now I have no idea. Maybe he was bi. But that was his boyfriend last I knew.” 
 
    My breath came even quicker then because that was exactly what I was trying to avoid. A hard huff of air left my lungs, but I’m not sure any went back in. The fact that my dad had an entire secret life that he hadn’t trusted me with effectively crushed my heart and spirit. Here I’d thought we’d been so close. I’d told him everything and he’d told me nothing.  
 
    Nothing of importance.  
 
    Nothing about his real life. 
 
    “He was married to my mom.” Tears filled my eyes again. Zac sighed, then ran his hands through his hair and over his face. 
 
    “Isn’t that why they got divorced?” 
 
    “I… he… ” When it came down to it, neither had given me the details of why they were splitting up. At most I’d been told that sometimes those things just didn’t work out. And I’d been so wrapped up in my own feelings about moving away that I’d accepted it and moved on. There were things parents didn’t want to tell their kids about their relationships. Obviously. I didn’t push it. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “What the fuck, Zac?” I railed at him. What had been confusion and hurt had morphed into anger. Pure anger that fell at Zac’s feet. “You knew about this and didn’t tell me? Sure, before when we weren’t talking, but once I came back?” 
 
    “I thought you knew. Why wouldn’t you know?” He held his arms out to his sides helplessly. “We haven’t talked about him much.” 
 
    “I thought he had a fucking girlfriend, Zac,” I yelled. “Does everyone know about this?” 
 
    “They do now.”  
 
    My glare snapped back to his. “What?” 
 
    “Well, you’re yelling pretty loud.” 
 
    “Well, excuse me.” I marched off the porch back to my own house but did take everything down a notch. The last thing I needed was to be town fodder. Zac followed behind. “I’m dealing with a lot right this second. How long have you known?” I called over my shoulder. He was right behind me. 
 
    “I found out about a year after you left.” 
 
    Spinning on my heels, I met him halfway. “And you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    “We weren’t talking then.” Convenient excuse. 
 
    “And whose fault was that?” I had no idea what the hell I was doing at this point. I was out of my mind with anger and hurt.  
 
    My dad had hidden his life from me. Zac and Maddie had hidden theirs.  
 
    Was there no one I could trust anymore?  
 
    They’d all lied and not a one of them had thought I was worthy of the truth. Or compassion in the case of Zac and Maddie. I’d been so disposable to them that they hadn’t bothered to give me an excuse. They’d just ignored me. 
 
    “Yeah, OK, I get it. I’m the asshole here.” The funny thing was he didn’t even sound angry. More resigned. 
 
    “Oh, poor Zac,” I snapped. “I’ve been back for months. You could’ve said something.” 
 
    “Laney, I swear to god that I didn’t know to tell you. Why wouldn’t I assume you knew? The women’s clothes threw me for a loop, too. You and I haven’t talked about your dad because it made you too sad. Talking about him made you sad and I didn’t want to see you that way. I figured we’d eventually talk about him when it didn’t hurt so much but even then, I didn’t know you didn’t know.” 
 
    “Yeah, seems like that’s your thing. Is there anything you do tell me? The biggest thing to happen to you and you didn’t pick up the phone.” I shook my head at him and wrapped my arms around my stomach because nausea began to roll through over and over. I wanted away from him and I wanted out of East Branch. Mostly, I wanted my mom. “Don’t worry, Zac. You’re not the asshole here. I am for thinking anything had changed. For thinking that we were something.” 
 
    “We are,” he said, interrupting. 
 
    Shaking my head, I said, “No. We aren’t. Not when one of us hides things from the other. Not when one of us is obviously so judgmental that she can’t be trusted to tell the important things.” No one had said that even once but clearly there was a reason nobody would tell me anything important. “Not when one of us is so obviously hated that the other left and forgets her the moment she’s gone.” 
 
    “Forgets? Fuck that. Laney, you were the last good thing about this fucking part of town. That’s why we made sure there was nothing in your way when it came to getting out. One of us had to become something.” His voice cracked. I feared he might cry and that would break me more than this already was. “If you would’ve known that Maddie and I had a kid, what would you have done?” I wasn’t going to answer that. “Don’t bother answering. I already know. You would’ve chosen a college closer to us to be there for us. To help. It’s what you fucking did.” 
 
    I clenched my jaw and left him standing there as I made quick work of the steps. Just before opening the front door, I turned back. He was still in the same spot on the lawn. 
 
    Every time I thought my life was evening out, something else popped up to punch a hole in my heart. I didn’t know how much I had left to give. Maybe I forgave them all too quickly. I didn’t know. But right then, it was all just too much. 
 
    “Then we’ll chalk this up to me being the asshole here. Maybe I can’t get over it when people keep things from me.” I slammed the door behind me. 
 
    The fire burning inside me hadn’t been dampened by that outburst. It didn’t even occur to me that I’d effectively broken up with the one guy I’d always wanted. But that was on him. I wasn’t a little girl who couldn’t handle to truth and was sick of feeling that way. If he couldn’t be honest with me, then the relationship was doomed anyway.  
 
    But I wasn’t going to deal with those feelings until I was alone in the dark of my bedroom. Instead, I needed to unload on another person who’d been keeping secrets. My mom. 
 
    “Hey, honey,” she answered in her normal chipper voice because she didn’t have a clue as to what kind of storm was headed her way. 
 
    “Dad was gay?” There was no greeting on my end. Fuck that. I wanted to get to it. The line was dead silent so long that I thought the call might have dropped, but then I heard her take a breath. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is that why you got divorced?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, we got divorced because he thought he might be and wanted to explore that part of his life.” 
 
    “What the hell, Mom? Didn’t anyone think I should know that? Be a part of his life?” 
 
    “Oh, honey. We both did, but he wanted to figure things out first. To see if there was anything to tell you in the first place. Then he insisted he’d find the right time to tell you. He just never did. He begged me not to tell you until he was ready and honey, it was his to tell. He said… he said he didn’t want you to look at him differently.” 
 
    A full sob broke away from my chest. I slid down the nearest wall until my ass hit the floor and I cried until there wasn’t anything left to give. Mom just listened. She didn’t hang up and she didn’t say a word. There was nothing she could say to make me feel better anyway. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have looked at him differently,” I finally said once I could speak again. “He was my dad. I’m pissed off because none of you trusted me to be a god damned human being.” 
 
    “Laney, it wasn’t that. I trusted you but had to trust him, too because it was his life.” 
 
    “It’s not just you.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    I let the dam break and told her everything that had happened between Zac and me before I’d called her. She chimed in at all the right times to show she was empathizing, but that didn’t help.  
 
    I wanted to burn the world.  
 
    I’d gone from getting through my father’s death to wanting to burn the world down. I’d lost Dad, I’d lost Zac, and I was exceedingly angry with Mom. Add Maddie to that and all I had left was Rhian. 
 
    My anger at Zac wasn’t just about not telling me about my Dad. When I was thinking logically again, I’d probably see his point. But I guessed I wasn’t as over him cutting me out of my life before as I thought I was. 
 
    “I have to go. I’m too pissed off to talk to you right now.” I didn’t wait for her answer before hitting the end button.  
 
    I’d barely stood back up when my phone beeped with a text from my mom with Lance’s full name and phone number in case I wanted to reach out. Thanks, Mom.  
 
    I wanted to call Rhian. Yet when I tried to dial her my finger wouldn’t tap her damn name. No. What I needed was time alone.  
 
    Time to figure my dad out. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I took that time, although a good portion of that first night was spent crying. Crying for my dad for the first time in a while and crying over Zac. I’d trusted him more than anyone else I’d ever come across and felt truly crushed by the feeling of being on the outside of his life. 
 
    I woke the next morning with a plan. Step one… finish the damn house. Next, get things down to Goodwill, though at this point I was thinking I’d need to rent a truck. The clarity I’d had just days ago now seemed clouded. I wasn’t ready to cut bait and run just yet but the closer to August I got, the less time I had to figure it out. I’d have to get back to school and get settled in just weeks.  
 
    If I kept the house, I’d already decided that I needed to decorate in my own style. The living room furniture was good, as was the small dining table, but the bedrooms needed to be gutted.  
 
    And lastly, before I went back to school, I needed to meet Lance. I wanted to at least know something about him. If he’d been my dad’s boyfriend, then they’d spent a lot of time together and he’d known a whole other side of my dad.  
 
    After all that was done, I was getting the hell out of there and not looking back for a while. Distance would clear my head. Hopefully enough to have a conversation with Zac. 
 
    The next three days were spent painstakingly going through everything left in Dad’s room and ignoring Zac’s texts. He got the hint on day two and just told me to let him know when I was ready to talk. I had a special box for the things I thought Lance might want. Now that I knew he existed. Pictures of them together and things like that. Though I kept a few of my favorite.  
 
    I also had to tackle the small storage closet in his bedroom. It was boxes and boxes of things that took a while. But didn’t contain much that I wanted to keep. 
 
    On my third trip back to the house, I turned to find Zac in his driveway. He looked frozen in mid-step and just stared at me. I still wasn’t in any shape to talk to him.  
 
    Who was I kidding? I was in no shape to be seeing him.  
 
    He sighed. I couldn’t hear it but saw it. He looked tired, like he hadn’t been sleeping. I hadn’t been, so that seemed fair. Since I couldn’t just stand there looking at him, I hightailed it back inside. 
 
    Having exhausted myself for the day, I sat on the couch with a pint of ice cream and watched a stupid show that I had no interest in watching. I was going to start sleeping on the couch since I needed to get the bedroom furniture ready to donate. But the knock on the door kept me from getting comfortable at all. I ignored it at first. Whoever was out there was relentless, though, banging like the house was on fire. 
 
    Getting up, I checked out the window quickly because if it was Zac, there was no way I was opening that door. Going through Dad’s house had made me more angry instead of less.  
 
    I was sure I’d get over it eventually, but it was still too fresh, and I wasn’t ready. I’d been hit with so many waves this summer that I needed some time for myself.  
 
    Instead of Zac standing on my front porch, I found Maddie nervously shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Fuck, I did not want to open that door. Then she banged again, and I knew she wouldn’t be giving up anytime soon. 
 
    “What?” I said as I swung the door open. 
 
    “Oh, hey. I was thinking you weren’t home.” She stalled on a few words. Definitely nervous. 
 
    “My car is right there.” I pointed at the driveway. “What do you want, Maddie?” 
 
    “Wow. OK. Um, I just wanted to check on you.” 
 
    “I’m fucking fabulous. Anything else?” I was being a bitch. I knew it. She obviously did, but I was done with this. I just wanted to get back to school and have this entire summer over. 
 
    “I… feel like I missed something. I called to check on Dylan and Porter answered Zac’s phone. He said you and Zac broke up, but he doesn’t know what happened. Talk to me.” 
 
    “Maddie, we’d have to be friends for me to talk to you about this. We’re not. Not really. You made that decision four years ago.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She looked genuinely confused.  
 
    The hardest part of losing them was never knowing what I’d done to cause it to happen. I knew now that I hadn’t done anything. Yet that wasn’t something I’d wish on anyone. The not knowing. There was too much ambiguity between us then and I wanted no confusion now. 
 
    “I can’t get into it, but let’s just say that I can’t be friends with people who don’t’ let me into their lives. I’m done with this Maddie. You can go back to your happy little life knowing that you got the best of Zac.” Kind of a low blow, even for me. Maddie hadn’t done anything new and she shouldn’t have been the one for it all to fall onto. 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. It should have made me feel good to cause her the kind of pain that she had me, but there was nothing good in this situation. 
 
    “Maddie,” I said then sighed. “Look. I’m sorry this is all falling on you but you knocked on my door at the worst possible time.” I took a deep breath. “You haven’t done anything new but due to some things that have recently come to my attention, I don’t think I’m as over being left out of everyone’s lives as I thought I was.” 
 
    She swallowed hard and nodded. “I have questions.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do but I can’t answer them right now.” My eyes began to fill with tears. “But every time I think I’m on solid ground with you, with Zac, my dad, something else comes up and I am starting to feel like I don’t actually know any of you anymore.” 
 
    “Your dad?” she asked but I shook my head. I was not having that conversation with her or anyone else right then. 
 
    With that, I shut the door. I didn’t slam it because I didn’t want her to think that everything I’d said was completely out of anger, even if parts had been.  
 
    I watched Maddie through the window. She stood there on the porch for a couple of minutes, turning to leave several times, then coming back like she might knock again.  
 
    Finally, she talked herself out of whatever was running through her mind, and she headed straight for her car. I thought she’d go next door, but she didn’t. Her car squealed away from the curb. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’d been a week since the fight with Zac and I’d done my best not to look over at his house when I left or returned home. It was hard not to. Sometimes I could hear him over there and other times things were eerily still. The best time was when he was at work. Then I knew I wouldn’t see him. My anger had started to subside for the most part, but that didn’t mean I was ready to hash everything out with him. 
 
    For now, I had to compartmentalize just to get through it. A long conversation with him was going to have to happen if we were going to be together. But I had something else big to take care of first. 
 
    That was the day I made the scariest phone call I’d ever made. I punched the number into my phone and my thumb hovered over the call button.  
 
    There were so many questions in my brain that I couldn’t think straight. Did Lance even know about me? Would he want to talk to me? Ugh, I didn’t want to do it at the same time I really wanted to meet the guy my dad had spent so much time with and possibly loved. After I decided that it wasn’t too early on a weekday to call him, I bit the bullet and pushed the button. 
 
    “Hello?” He answered on the second ring. He had a nice friendly voice. Deep and somehow comforting with just that one word. 
 
    “H-Hi. I’m looking for Lance Mosely.” 
 
    “This is he.” 
 
    Silence hung between us. I knew it was my turn, so I swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “My name is Laney Douglas.” 
 
    “Oh,” he sounded surprised and something banged in the background like he’d dropped whatever he’d been holding. “Yeah, uh, hi Laney.” 
 
    “I’m wondering if you’d have some time to meet with me. I mean… ” I cleared my throat. “I’d like to meet you. And talk, of course. Talking is always good.” I shut my eyes and bit my lips together. I sounded like an idiot. 
 
    “Of course, Laney. Can you meet today?” That was fast. 
 
    “Sure.” My stomach knotted at the idea. Yes, I wanted this to happen but I’d assumed there would be days to prepare. Then again, with days to prepare I’d likely chicken out. 
 
    We settled on six-thirty at a coffee shop closer to East Branch. That gave me hours to work myself into a frenzy. I tried to keep occupied. I put together an envelope with most of the pictures I’d found in Dad’s room. I figured Lance would want those. Or maybe not. I had no idea because I didn’t know him or how long they’d been together. Ugh, I hated this. 
 
    I left my hair down even though, with the humidity, it took forever to get it to cooperate and even longer to go through the dozen outfits I tried on. I had no idea why I was trying to impress this guy or if I was just nervous. And then I left way too early. 
 
    As I made my way to the Jeep, I heard a loud laugh from Zac’s front porch. I didn’t need to look over there to know it was Porter. Another person I hadn’t talked to though he was collateral damage right now since I was avoiding Zac because he hadn’t done anything.  
 
    But I also needed Porter’s help. Steeling myself for whatever could come up, I tossed my purse into the car and headed over to Zac’s. 
 
    “Hey, Porter,” I said when I got there. He spun around quickly. Zac was sitting in a chair behind Porter, his finger running over his top lip. It was a sign there was something on his mind that he wasn’t saying. I didn’t look directly at him but could still see him out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    He looked good. Sexy as always.  
 
    “Hey, Laney, what’s up?” Porter leaned on his forearms against the railing. 
 
    “Actually, I have a favor to ask you.” His eyebrows shot up, then he looked over his shoulder at Zac, who hadn’t even blinked yet. “I have to rent this truck to move stuff out of the house. Goodwill can’t get to me for a week. I don’t want to wait that long. Anyway, if I can figure out how to get the damn thing down this street, do think you could help me move the furniture?”  
 
    I had serious doubts that the truck available to rent would fit down our street or that I could maneuver it there because I’d never driven anything so big. I saw what he was going to say before he said it. 
 
    Again, Porter looked over his shoulder at a completely still Zac before answering me. “Sure, Laney. Tomorrow’s Saturday, so I’m available all day. Want me to come over to help get things ready tonight?” 
 
    “No. I’m meeting someone soon. Tomorrow works. Thanks.” 
 
    All of my willpower waned in that moment and I allowed myself to glance over at Zac. His hard stare saw right through me. He was angry, but I thought there in the corner of his eyes was a little sadness. 
 
    I knew the feeling. 
 
    Walking away in that moment was hard. So hard that I almost couldn’t do it. But the fact was, I needed to figure things out in my own head before I said or did anything. The question remained, could I forgive them all—Zac, Dad, Maddie, Mom—for hiding things from me or shutting me out parts of their lives? Would he do it again? I didn’t think I could handle it if it did. 
 
    With it being such an odd time, the coffee shop was dead. I ordered an iced coffee, something I’d grown to like at school, found a seat near the window, and waited. When the bell over the door rang, my eyes and heart jumped every single time.  
 
    Until a tall man stood before me.  
 
    He looked to be about Dad’s age and was toned and tan with blond hair and these freaking crystal-like blue eyes that held nothing but kindness when they looked at me. 
 
    “Hi, Laney. I’m Lance.” He reached a hand out that I shook it twice. 
 
    “How did you know I was me?” What a stupid freaking question to start off with it. 
 
    Lance sat into the chair across from me. “I’ve seen a lot of pictures over the last few years.” 
 
    “Few years?” My eyes widened bigger than I’d known they could. 
 
    He sighed. “I’m guessing you have a lot of questions.” 
 
    I nodded as my eyes filled with tears. “Why didn’t he tell me?” 
 
    Lance sat all the way back in his chair and told me their story. He’d met my dad five years ago and they’d become friends. Eventually, they’d both admitted they’d wanted more than friendship, but because Dad wouldn’t cheat on Mom, Mom and Dad talked and decided divorce was the only answer. Once that happened, my dad and Lance began to see each other. 
 
    Then they fell in love and Lance insisted Dad intended to tell me but wanted to wait until I’d graduated.  
 
    “Why?” I asked him. “Why wait until I graduated?” 
 
    Lance took a long drink of coffee before answering. “He didn’t want to put any more stress on you. He thought that since you were working so hard on school, he wasn’t going to add to that.” 
 
    “So he was looking out for me?” 
 
    He nodded. “That and he had this fear that you’d look at him differently once you knew. That you’d love him differently and he said he couldn’t stand the thought of seeing that on your face.” 
 
    Even more tears formed but this time I couldn’t stop them from falling. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Nothing would have been different. He was my dad. I loved him no matter what.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But you were the most important thing to Owen and he didn’t want to chance it.” He blinked a few times, which looked to me like he was trying not to tear up himself. “Did your mom finally tell you?” 
 
    “No.” I swallowed hard, then pulled the envelope out of my purse. “I found these when I was cleaning out his room.”  
 
    Lance opened the envelope and thumbed through the pictures, a grave look on his face. “I’m sorry. That’s not how you should have found this out.” He put the photos back in the envelope. “I came to the house a while ago to get some things so this wouldn’t happen. I assumed you’d come to the house eventually.” 
 
    “That was you?” I asked. “I came home one night and thought someone broke in.” 
 
    He nodded. “I had a key. I didn’t know anyone was there yet. It took me a long time to pull myself together enough to even make it there. I should’ve checked first.”  
 
    “Did you love him?” My voice cracked at the end of that question. 
 
    “More than anything in this world.” His voice wavered this time, and he broke down. He didn’t sob or draw attention to himself, but his shoulders shook quietly like a man that was heartbroken. I reached out to cover his hand with mine. We’d both lost him. But in my case, I’d had Mom then Zac to help me through. I wondered if Lance had anyone close to help him. 
 
    “Did you two go on any vacations?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes. Though not a lot of them,” he answered. “As you know, he spent most of his off time with you.” 
 
    “What was your favorite one? And did it bother you that he came to see me so much?” 
 
    “Favorite vacation was to Mexico. It was just so relaxing which we both needed, and it was the last one we took.” He drank from his cup again. I’d noticed him doing it whenever he sounded on the verge of tears. “And no I it didn’t bother me. Owen wouldn’t have been Owen if he wasn’t the kind of dad that he was.” 
 
    “I wish we all could’ve spent time together,” I admitted. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Three coffees and two hours later, I was exhausted from the emotional toll this was taking on me. There really was only so much ground we could cover in one meeting. There were still a couple of things I had to know in case I never saw this man again. 
 
    “How did you find out?” I didn’t need to elaborate on what I meant. 
 
    “Your mother called me.” 
 
    “Mom? 
 
    “I’ve never met her. We weren’t having game nights behind your back or anything. But she and your dad were still friends, so he’d told her about me. How much, I don’t know. But obviously he’d told her enough for her to reach out when he died.” 
 
    It was like Lance knew I now had a complex about being leaving me out. 
 
    “I have kind of a weird question,” I said. His eyebrows raised as he waited. “Um… ” I needed s deep breath to calm my nerves. “When I was cleaning out his closet there were some… um… women’s clothes. If you and he were together… ”  
 
    I let that fall off into the world. I didn’t want to ask. I also didn’t want to be the one to tell Lance that Dad had a girl on the side. However, Lance didn’t look that surprised. 
 
    “OK”—he took a deep breath—“Laney, your dad should have told you he was gay. He should have told you about me. But you have to trust me when I say that there are some things a daughter doesn’t want to know about their dad.” His eyes settled on me and somehow, I knew he wasn’t hiding anything from me. That he’d tell me if I pushed him.  
 
    But did I want to? 
 
    “Did he have a girlfriend? Like was he bi?”” 
 
    Lance’s jaw locked as he said, “No.” 
 
    “Well, then I don’t… ” If this was something I wouldn’t want to know about my dad that meant it had to be something to do with sex. So my dad, or Lance must’ve worn the dresses for roll play or something like that “Oh, god,” I groaned. “They were his?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me one quick nod. That was going to take some time to sink in. If there was a limit to how much shock a person could experience in a given time, I had found mine. 
 
    “I would’ve cleaned those out. I swear I would have, Laney. But I couldn’t bring myself to enter that house until I did. I was a mess and barely getting off the couch.” 
 
    “I can relate.” 
 
    “My mistake was not calling your mother to see if you’d come to the house yet. I should’ve done better.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I told him honestly. “You didn’t need to be worrying about me or the clothes then.” I did believe that, too. Lance needed to take care of Lance for a while. 
 
    He rose from the table and I followed. He walked me around the corner to my car, those pictures clutched tightly in his hand. But I had to say something before I got in and drove away. Dad would have wanted me to. 
 
    “Hey, Lance.” He turned back to me. “I don’t know if you have anyone close, but if you ever need to talk about Dad or whatever, you can call me. Anytime.” 
 
    His lips moved into a tight line and that familiar shimmer returned to his eyes.  
 
    “Thank you, Laney. And you call me for anything.” Lance took the three steps needed to wrap me in a warm hug. Like my dad would have. They really were a lot alike. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zac was sitting on his front steps when I pulled back in my driveway. He had to have heard me arrive, but he didn’t move from his position, leaning his arms on his legs, his head hanging into his hands.  
 
    I had the overwhelming urge to go over to him and share what I’d learned. He was close and convenient, not to mention the only person I knew for sure knew about my dad except Mom. He didn’t move or look at me as I dropped beside him on the step, careful not to touch him. 
 
    “I met Lance tonight,” I said. His head snapped up at that and he looked like he had a million questions. “I called him this morning. He had time tonight.” 
 
    “And?” One word was all he had for me. 
 
    “It was good. It was the right thing to do. He misses my dad like I do.” Inexplicably, a sob ripped from my chest. Zac straightened, placed a hand on my back, and rubbed in a circle, comforting me with that small touch. I got myself back under control so I could speak again. “The clothes were his, Zac.” He didn’t understand what I was saying at first. “My dad’s. They were his.” 
 
    “Say that again?” 
 
    “Apparently, Zac, my dad sometimes liked to wear women’s clothes. Lance didn’t go into detail and honestly, I don’t want him to.” Lance had been right on that, too. There were some things I didn’t want to know everything about. 
 
    “That’s… How are you knowing that?” He hadn’t removed his hand from my back when he’d leaned back against the steps. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think an obscene amount of alcohol will bring some clarity.” 
 
    Zac laughed behind me. “I can make that happen if you want me to.” 
 
    This time, I did look over my shoulder to find his gaze firmly on me. I was tempted. Somewhere in the previous week I’d decided to rebuild my life. Put things back in order. And that included Zac and Maddie if I could be sure that things would be different. I wouldn’t be on the outside again.  
 
    If I was going to forgive my mom, which clearly I was, she was my mom, after all, and I couldn’t hold a grudge against my dad because he was dead, then I should probably get past my hurt and anger over what Zac and Maddie had done. The things they’d hidden from me. 
 
    “Better not,” I said. “I have to go early to try to get that damn truck over here and get the garage cleared out before I go crazy.” 
 
    He looked disappointed but didn’t try to talk me into having a drink with him. I was disappointed. But I also didn’t trust myself with him yet. It’d be too easy to fall back into how we were without having the conversation again. 
 
    I was barely back in my house when I received a text from Porter offering to pick the truck up for me. I immediately replied with a yes because I was terrified that I’d sideswipe someone’s car along the way or run over a small child or something.  
 
    The timing was odd, though, so I quickly pulled the curtain back to look next door to where Zac still sat. Within a few seconds of me sending my reply to Porter, Zac got a text and typed his own reply quickly.  
 
    He was still looking out for me. 
 
    Right at ten the next morning, Porter stood on my front porch alone with a big rental truck pulled right up to the curb. I’d dressed to work, as had he, in his low-hanging cargo shorts and black T-shirt. I had a pair of khaki Bermudas and a tank top on. My hair was pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Help is already in the garage. Show me what you want moved out of the house.”  
 
    Porter came in and I showed him the bedroom furniture, which he said they’d load first. So, while they did that, I started with the boxes in the garage. The least I could do was move them out to the front yard so they could be loaded after the furniture. It felt bittersweet to be finally getting this over with. It had to be done. Keeping everything did no good. 
 
    As I came around the side of the truck, a light box in my hands, one of the guys jumped out of the back and practically right on me. At least he caught me and the box before I hit the ground. 
 
    “Oh, shit, Laney. Sorry. I didn’t see you coming.” That was Zac. 
 
     “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Porter said he needed help,” he said. I was about to protest, but he cut me right off. “Don’t say a word. Don’t even think about sending me away. I’m doing this and you’re going to let me.” I realized as he said it, I was going to let him help. And I was really happy about it, too. 
 
    With the three of us working, we had the truck loaded up and ready to go in just over an hour. I said that I thought Goodwill would have people to unload it, but after Porter hopped in the driver’s side and I climbed in the passenger side, Zac was right behind me, giving a firm shove so I’d make some room for him. That was how we rode, in silence, across town to donate my dad’s belongings. 
 
    It was weird watching them unload dressers that had been in that house since I was a kid. The bed I’d slept in until four years ago. Everything. Those items had to go either way. Even if I decided to keep the house, I’d want to upgrade anyway. If I budgeted, there would’ve been enough money to pay the property taxes while I was in school. Or I could rent it, but I hated the idea of someone else living there. 
 
    “You OK?” Zac asked while wiping his forehead with the bottom of his shirt. I hadn’t noticed him standing there. 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “It’s just weird. I feel kind of… thrown off my axis, I guess. This has been coming all summer, but it’s still sad.” Zac took the two steps toward me until he could easily wrap me in his arms. The embrace was warm, the sweet smell of him filling my nostrils and making me wish we weren’t in such an effed-up situation. 
 
    “Aww… ” Porter snuck up on us. 
 
    “Shut it, jackwad,” I said, pulling back from Zac right as his phone dinged with a text. He just smirked and pulled the phone from his pocket. His face immediately fell. 
 
    “Hey, do you mind dropping me off before you take the truck back?” he asked after typing a reply. 
 
    “No problem.” Porter was already on his way back to the truck. I climbed in without asking where he was going. Porter seemed to know, though, because he took off without asking anything. How frustrating! 
 
    “Joe has a couple of things he needs me to do today.” Zac answered the question I hadn’t dared ask. 
 
    “Ah,” I said without looking over at him because I could feel his eyes on me. 
 
    Porter and I were quiet on the drive back to the rental place after dropping Zac off. I signed everything I needed to, paid for the mileage and gave Porter the deposit he had to put down back, then we were in his own truck headed home. We were silent again until Porter took a couple of extra turns and started feeling chatty. 
 
    “So, are you two OK or what?” he asked, obviously talking about Zac and me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. 
 
    Porter scowled at me then looked back to the road. “Why the hell not? Laney, the last time I saw Zac this miserable was when you left.” 
 
    “You know I should be pissed at you, too, knucklehead.” I reached over to give him a little push.  
 
    “What’d I do?” He glanced from the road to me, then back again. 
 
    “You didn’t exactly stay in touch when I left.” Though he would’ve done anything Zac asked him to. Actually, Maddie and Zac put him in a really rough spot. “I think Zac would’ve told you that Maddie was pregnant before I left and you didn’t say a word.” I would’ve been upset with him about not telling me about my dad as well but I couldn’t be sure he even knew. But Porter definitely knew Maddie was pregnant. That was something Zac would’ve told him. Zac would’ve need someone to talk to and that someone wasn’t me. It had to have been Porter. 
 
    “OK.” He jerked us to a stop at the curb outside of my house. I was so caught up in our conversation that I hadn’t realized we were so close. “Let’s take this one thing at a time.”  
 
    He hopped out, his messy dark blond hair pushed away from his forehead by the wind. I hopped out after him. We didn’t stop until we were on the front porch. 
 
    “I’m sure my reason for not staying in contact with you is pretty much the same as Maddie and Zac’s,” he continued. “I couldn’t lie to you and it felt like not telling you about Dylan was lying. That’s why I didn’t even try, if you remember. I answered your call once, but that was it. Yes, I felt like an asshole, but it wasn’t my story to tell” 
 
    He took a deep breath before continuing. “As for knowing Maddie was pregnant, yeah, I knew. Zac told me the night he found out. But he also made me promise not to tell you. He threatened to kick my ass, actually, and while I don’t think he could do it”—that smirk rose on his face. I totally thought Zac could have—“I didn’t want to chance messing with this beautiful face.” He paused, letting everything he’d said sink in. “There’s something else I knew. I knew he wanted you back then—not that I let him know I knew.” 
 
    I shook my head and blew out a breath. “How would you know that? See, everyone keeps saying that Zac wanted me back then, but I’ve wracked every memory I have and nothing stands out to support that. I was his friend. The girl he grew up with. Basically a sister.” 
 
    Porter snorted. “Sister,” he said like he didn’t believe me. He puffed his cheeks up and blew out hard. “I made some… comments about you. About me perhaps wanting to do certain things to you.” 
 
    My eyes widened. No fucking way that was true yet my cheek heated at his words. All Porter did was laugh at my reaction. 
 
    “That’s gross, Porter,” I said. “You and I really did act like siblings back then. 
 
    “I was a teenager. I wanted to fuck everything in my path.” His laugh cut through my embarrassment. “Actually, I think I did fuck almost everything in path for a while and you are definitely not blood related.” 
 
    “Wow.” I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for making me feel special.” 
 
    “Laney, I suspected he had feelings for you, so I wanted to see what his reaction was. You’re hot, you’ve always been hot, but you’ve also been like a little sister to me as you said. Saying those things felt wrong but I had to do it to see if I was right.” He shuddered.  
 
    “We’re the same age.” 
 
    He waved his hand at me as if brushing off my comment. “Look at you. You’re literally half my size.” 
 
    Couldn’t argue with him there. “How did he react?” 
 
    “Remember the black eye I said I got from an accidental elbow to the eye while having sex with Hannah Milstad?” he asked. I nodded. He’d gone into a little too much detail on that. “Well, that actually happened, but she didn’t leave the mark. Zac did.” 
 
    I almost didn’t believe him but given that Zac and I had now had sex, I couldn’t really argue it either. 
 
    “OK, so I think I explained everything,” he said. “But what’s going on with you two now?” 
 
    I dropped down onto the top step and Porter slid in beside me. Zac obviously hadn’t told him anything. “Well, you know I came back here to clean out the house. Decide what to do with it.” 
 
    “Right but you act as if you might not live there after college when we all know you are. You’re back. We’re not repeating history.” 
 
    “That’s a whole other thing to deal with,” I told him honestly. “But when I was cleaning out Dad’s room, I found him pictures of him with a man.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “He was gay,” I told him. 
 
    Porter moved away from me and cocked his head to the side. “What?” So he hadn’t known. 
 
    “Clearly, you didn’t know but Zac did. He didn’t tell anyone. Including me.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “And I don’t mean during the dark years that we weren’t talking. I mean since I came back.” 
 
    “On purpose?” he asked. “Did he not tell you on purpose?” 
 
    I sighed. This was hard to admit. “No. He thought I already knew but it just brings up other shit from before. Like Zac cut me out of his life once and now I find something else he didn’t tell me. Is this how he is now? Am I just going to be on the outside forever? I don’t think I could stand that.” 
 
    Porter slid an arm around my back and pulled me into his side. It was warm and comforting and exactly what I needed right then. 
 
    “You don’t believe that, do you?” he asked.  
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Laney,” he said but sounded more like a chastise than anything else. “If Zac knew about your dad and knew that you didn’t know, he would’ve said something. How would he have known anyway? This is something I would’ve thought your dad told you years ago. I wouldn’t want to butt in unless you needed me to. Zac’s the same way.” 
 
    “You mean he was waiting for me to bring it up to show that I was comfortable with other’s knowing?” 
 
    “That wasn’t exactly what I was saying but I will take credit for that insight.” He chuckled which made me jab my elbow into his side. 
 
    My jaw tensed. “You’re probably right. But I was so mad at being on the outside again.” 
 
    “You should tell him that because if he knows you think that’s what he’s doing then he’s beating himself up more than you could. Actually, it explains a lot.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “He’s been a fucking asshole since your fight.” 
 
    I snorted. That was probably on me but it was on him too. “Thanks, Porter.” I laid my head on his shoulder and let him be my friend for a little while longer. 
 
    Telling him everything I’d learned about my dad wasn’t going to happen because I still had to deal with that stuff myself. But just having him there with me made all the difference in the world. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Standing in the empty room that Dad used to sleep in, I could practically feel him all around me. I may have disposed of his belongings, but I hadn’t disposed of him.  
 
    Coming back to this house permanently meant that this room would probably become mine. It was the biggest and made the most sense, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Fortunately, I didn’t have long to wallow in that thought because there was a knock at the front door.  
 
    I’d left the inside door open, as I did most of the time, I was home because it was so hot. As soon as I rounded the corner, I saw Zac standing there with a cheeky little grin on his face. 
 
    “Last night someone said something about obscene amounts of alcohol,” he said as soon as he saw me. He held up a large bottle of tequila. 
 
    I just shook my head, then unlocked the screen door so he could come in. 
 
    While he got comfortable on the couch, I went to the kitchen for glasses and a couple of bottles of water, then kicked on the rarely-used air conditioner. Zac got up as soon as he heard the air to help me shut all the windows. I wouldn’t have turned it on, but the air hadn’t cooled as the sun went down. It was the kind of night that was so oppressive there’d be no sleeping without it. 
 
    Back on the couch with Zac beside me, he cracked the seal on the tequila, then poured us each a generous amount. We each retreated to an end of the couch so that we were facing each other. I folded my legs beneath me while he kicked off his shoes, folded one but kept the other foot on the floor.  
 
    Then we drank our first drinks in silence. He leaned up, giving us each three more fingers’ worth. Before hitting the second glass, I took in some of the water I’d brought. No sense in being masochists about our drinking. 
 
    “So how much of this do we need to consume for it to be an obscene amount?” he asked, taking another hit from his glass. 
 
    “Mmm… maybe until we can’t feel our faces,” I said. He snorted into the cup. “Just kidding. I’ve only actually been drunk a couple of times. I’m very responsible.” 
 
    “I’ve only been drunk that one time. Well, that one weekend. I’m surprised my dad didn’t kick my ass.” 
 
    “The weekend I left?” I asked. He nodded. “I kind of wish I could see that. Are you a mean drunk, a funny drunk? Do you cry like a girl?” 
 
    He chuckled quietly before falling more serious. “I think Porter would say I was mean. That wasn’t the alcohol, though. I used it as an excuse. I was pissed you were gone. I was pissed Maddie was pregnant. I was angry before taking in a drop.” 
 
    “I find that odd,” I said, readjusting so I was sitting straighter. “You knew I was leaving for a couple of months. Mom was just waiting until the end of the school year. But all you talked about was how great it was going to be for me to be getting out of East Branch. The advantages I’d have.” 
 
    “What was I supposed to do?” He shrugged. “Tell you that it fucking sucked? That I was losing my best friend and I hated it?” He shook his head. “I didn’t want you to be as miserable as I was.” He grew quiet. “You were my dream, Laney. You’ve been my fucking fantasy since I was thirteen years old. I was losing that. I thought once you left, you wouldn’t be back.” 
 
    Cocking my head to the side and narrowing my eyes on him, I asked, “I was your dream?” 
 
    “Still are yet I somehow managed to fuck it all up.” 
 
    This was the right time for my conversation with Porter to all fall in in line and make the most sense of anything I’d ever heard in my life. He helped me put my thoughts, my fears, into a clear thought. 
 
    I loved Zac. I’d always love Zac. And I wanted him in my life, but I needed to be in his. Like really in his. He couldn’t keep things from me because that hurt too much. 
 
    My second hit of tequila was gone and I chugged half the bottle of water. After another quick shot that burned a little less going down, I took a deep breath. The effects were starting and I didn’t think I wanted to drink anymore but I definitely wanted to say this while things were still clear. 
 
    “You didn’t fuck it up, Zac,” I told him. He was watching me with an intensity that hadn’t been there moments before. “You were doing what you thought you needed to with the Maddie situation. I see that now. I also realize that you had no reason to think I didn’t already know about Dad. He should have told me. That’s on him and I’m sorry that I took… well, everything out on you. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “What does that mean for us?” he asked, setting his glass down and resting his arms on his legs. The way his head hung said he was really worried about the answer. 
 
    “There’s a lot talk about when it comes to us. You’ve got your life here and Dylan. I leave for school soon, and I’m getting to know a whole other side of my dad, which is totally weird. And I don’t know where I’m going to end up after graduation,” I admitted. His head nodded slowly, almost as if he didn’t realize he was doing it. “There’s a lot to consider and I think we just went all in really quickly without thinking about any of that.” 
 
    “Right.” He didn’t look over at me and ran his tongue over his bottom lip. “I can’t leave Dylan.” 
 
    “I’d never ask you to,” I said quickly. “I had always wanted to come back here to teach. Maybe give the kids of East Branch the kind of teacher we never had. But what if there isn’t an opening here?” I shrugged. “I just don’t know everything yet. For tonight, maybe we could talk. Like we used to. I don’t know about you, but that tequila has my tongue feeling pretty loose,” I said with a laugh. “You could ask me anything.” 
 
    I wasn’t close to being drunk, but the alcohol was affecting my brain, leaving me feeling sort of buzzy. I wasn’t going to have anymore. 
 
    “OK.” He sighed, swinging his legs back up on the couch so we could face each other once again. His toes brushed my thigh and I was pretty sure it wasn’t by accident. “Who’d you first have sex with?” 
 
    “Gah, you go right for it, don’t you?” 
 
    “You know all this shit about me, but I wasn’t around for you so fess up.” 
 
    “Greg Wilcox. The guy I went to prom with. No, it wasn’t on prom night.” I could see that was what he was thinking. “It was before that.” 
 
    “And how did that go?” He swallowed hard. “Were you in love with him?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know?” Because the thought of him in love with someone else made me want to scratch my brain out, but he just nodded. “I liked him, but no, I wasn’t in love with him. It was weird. Kind of awkward. It was his first time, too, so that definitely took some pressure off. But being naked in front of a guy in a situation like that is usually weird.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem uncomfortable with me.” 
 
    I drew my knees up to my chest, resting my chin on them. Looking right at Zac I said, “You’re different.” 
 
    “I like that you said that in the present tense.” He smiled and nudged my leg with his foot again. 
 
    “My turn. What was it like to become a dad?” 
 
    He groaned. “Terrifying.” 
 
    “That’s all you’re going to give me?” I rolled my eyes at him. “Come on. Did you see him born? Was it gross?” 
 
    “Yes to both of those questions.” He laughed. “I was scared half to death. Maddie was scared and crying and in pain but she didn’t want me near her. She only wanted her mom.” 
 
    “That makes sense. I mean, she was so young.” 
 
    “Exactly. I tried to offer whatever comfort I could but she told me where I could put the ice chips and to get the fuck away from her so I did.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at the scene he created in my mind. “What about when you first saw him?” 
 
    All the humor left his face when he began to talk about seeing his son for the first time. “He was gross, too, but beautiful.” 
 
    “Gross?” I asked because I’d never seen a baby just out of the oven. 
 
    “Yeah. There was some blood and this white shit on him but fuck he was beautiful. He curled right around my heart and hasn’t moved since.” 
 
    “Is that why his name is over your heart?” I asked pointing to the spot where I knew his tattoo was. I couldn’t see it due to his shirt but it was there. 
 
    “Yes,” he told me. “There’s only room for two things in my heart. Him. And you.” 
 
    I took another drink to keep the tears burning my eyes from falling. Something Lance had done and worked well for him. Zac loved me and had always loved me in some way. 
 
    We kept talking, asking all the questions we hadn’t gotten around to, until the night got darker, the alcohol worked its magic and I fell asleep. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to nod off with Zac still in my house, but there are some things that you just had no control over. Still, I didn’t care as I moved deeper into the couch that was so much more comfortable than I’d remembered it being. Until I realized it wasn’t the couch that was comfortable.  
 
    Fingers ran lightly over my cheek and into my hair, repeating the movement again and again until I forced my eyes open. 
 
    Zac. He was what was so comfortable. I didn’t remember falling asleep on him, but there I was lying between his legs with my chest against the hardness of his morning erection. 
 
    My head rested against his lower stomach and my arms wrapped around his waist. I wouldn’t have thought that would have been so comfortable, but damn, he was like my full-sized body pillow. Reluctantly, I lifted my head until my chin was resting on his toned abs and I could look up at his face. 
 
    “Morning.” He smiled. 
 
    “Did you sleep like this all night?” 
 
    “Yup. I was going to get up when you fell asleep but then you snuggled right into me and wild horses couldn’t drag me away.” His fingers kept brushing my hair back behind my ear. 
 
    “Feels like some part of you isn’t having any trouble getting up,” I said through a giggle, pushing myself up to a sitting position. 
 
    “Hey! I’m a guy. It’s morning. And you were lying on top of me. That’s the trifecta of no control.” He stood up and stretched, which pulled the hem of his shirt up. 
 
    “Still, it couldn’t have been comfortable for you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Please. I’d sleep like that every night if you let me. But now it’s almost noon and I should go shower.” He pushed his feet into his shoes. “I’ll see ya later?” he asked, a little hopeful sound to his voice.  
 
    I nodded because I wanted to see him. 
 
    Since it was Sunday, I didn’t have any plans or anything that needed to be done. However, my head reminded me why I didn’t do shots or get buzzed. Even that little bit left me with a headache. Showering and brushing my teeth helped immensely. So did a phone call with Rhian. 
 
    “It’s about time I hear from you,” she said when she answered the phone. 
 
    “I know.” I flicked the air conditioner off and began to open all the windows. “I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “You mean getting busy with Zac?” 
 
    “Uh… not exactly.” There was so much to fill her in on. 
 
    “Spill. What’d he do?” Of course she’d automatically be on my side. 
 
    “Well, I discovered some pictures in my dad’s room and long story short, he was gay. That’s why my parents split up.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she asked. “Were he and Zac… ” She let that hang out in the air. 
 
    “Rhian Schwartz, you are one gross woman.” Her laugh was so loud I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “No. But Zac knew and never told me.” 
 
    “But you two hadn’t talked to each other in forever.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m talking about when I got back here.” I pushed through the kitchen door onto the porch and sat on the bench. It was a beautiful day, though still hot. “He knew and didn’t mention it and that triggered some issues for me.” 
 
    “Oh, like how he didn’t tell you all that stuff before you left?” she asked. 
 
    “Exactly.” I sighed into the phone. “I just feel like everybody but you keeps me on the outside of their lives and I’m not a real part of it, ya know?” 
 
    “I do. Did he know you didn’t know?” 
 
    That was the question everyone wanted to ask, it seemed. “No. And yes, I now realize how stupid it is to expect he’d tell me something I should’ve already known but that doesn’t mean it didn’t trigger that reaction.” 
 
    “Hey, lady, you don’t have to justify it to me. We all have our things. Yours is not being left out or rather having things hidden from you.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So what’re you going to do about Zac?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered quickly. 
 
    “Ha, ha. Like fuck you don’t.” 
 
    I couldn’t fool Rhian. She didn’t buy this idea of indecision any more than I did. 
 
    “I’m coming for a visit,” she said suddenly. “I can only stay a couple of days because I have to see the family before school apparently but I’m coming.” 
 
    I wanted to tell her she didn’t need to but the words wouldn’t form in my mouth. If I was being honest, I wanted her to come see me. Having her there, a person who was on my side without fail, gave me some measure of comfort because I had a sneaking suspicion that leaving East Branch for school was going to be almost as hard as coming back here had been.  
 
    “I don’t have a bed for you,” I warned her. “I got rid of them because if I’m going to live here, I want a new one.” 
 
    “I don’t need no stinking bed,” she replied. “I’ll bring my air mattress. I assume you’ll be snuggled in with Zac by then anyway.” 
 
    I shook my head but I also couldn’t argue with her. 
 
    Rhian was able to leave her apartment that day and made excellent time, arriving at my house by dinner. I ran outside to meet her as her car stopped next to the curb. 
 
    “I’ve missed you.” She slammed right into me, which took us both to the ground and made us giggle until our chests hurt. 
 
    “Two more weeks,” I said, trying to sound upbeat about that. We lay there shoulder-to-shoulder in the grass staring up at the sky. 
 
    “Is this a private party or can anyone join?” a man asked. Both of our heads swung up to find Porter standing a foot away. “Sorry. I was walking by and your laughter drew me over.” 
 
    I hopped up first, then reached out to help Rhian up. 
 
    “She just got here,” I told him. “And you don’t understand women, Porter, if you think we’d want you to join our girl time.” 
 
    He folded his arms over his chest and smirked. “I think I understand women just fine.” 
 
    “Don’t be gross.” I gave him a big push. A big push that barely moved him. 
 
    “How long are you here for?” he asked Rhian. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her even when he’d been talking to me. 
 
    “Just a short one,” she said. 
 
    “Why don’t we have a cook out at Señor Grumpy’s tonight?” he said, pointing over at Zac’s. 
 
    Grinning widely, I said, “I think you might find him less grumpy today. Wait, he’s been grumpy?” 
 
    “Laney.” He sighed and shook his head. “Every time you leave, he’s grumpy. And that was before you let him in your panties.” 
 
    “Hey. Stay off the topic of her panties,” Zac called from his front porch. 
 
    “So, what do you say, Señor Grumpy?” Porter asked. “Can we grill at your place?” Zac was nodding before Porter could finish the question. 
 
    Rhian and I said we’d go to the grocery store and they could get the grill warmed up. I was in the mood for a juicy burger, but Rhian wanted hot dogs, a rare splurge for her. 
 
    “Hey, Porter,” I called out before we left, and when he got to me, I pulled him aside so no one else would hear us. “Could you see if Maddie can make it? Maybe she’ll bring the guy she’s seeing. Unless that’s weird.” 
 
    “Why would it be weird?” he asked. I shrugged, but he got it anyway. “Laney, they aren’t like that. Maddie’s had boyfriends. Zac couldn’t give a fuck. He never wanted Maddie.” 
 
    I held my hand up in defense. “I didn’t say anything,” I said then walked away from him and went to the store. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, Rhian and I made it back to Zac’s, where the guys threw the meat on the grill while we put a couple of sides together. I’d wanted a salad, so we made one and poured some chips into bowls. Nothing fancy, but it was enough. As we came out the back door to set the food on a table, Zac was near the grill, and Maddie came around the side of the house with her boyfriend.  
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    “Maddie, can I talk to you for a second?” I asked. She looked surprised but still nodded. We went back around the side of the house where she’d come from for privacy. “Listen, I wanted to apologize for that last time you were at my house. I’m really sorry. I found out some things that I don’t really want to get into, and everything hit me all at once. It’s not an excuse. I’m just trying to explain. Then my stupidness got involved and I freaked out.” 
 
    “Freaked out about what, though?” She eyed me cautiously. 
 
    “Just… everything. And I was tired of everyone keeping things from me. Look, whatever. I’m getting past it. But to you, I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Will you tell me what happened eventually?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I wasn’t about to make promises I didn’t know I could keep. “Maybe. But I do promise not to treat you like that again.” 
 
    “Apology accepted.” She hugged me tightly before we returned to the rest of the group. 
 
    Her boyfriend, Ian, was funny and smart and seemed like an overall decent guy. And even though he came from a more affluent part of town, he didn’t act like he was better than us. He fit.  
 
    I hoped that he and Maddie would last because I thought he’d be good to her.  
 
    Rhian and Porter bantered back and forth. He’d make a comment, she’d have a comeback. Zac… he pretty much became my shadow. He’d casually drop an arm over my shoulder to whisper something in my ear that could have been said out loud but he’d wanted it just between us. 
 
    I knew. I knew that the answers to all those questions about how we’d work didn’t matter. I wanted this life. I wanted him. I just needed to put a few things in order to make that happen. But I’d make it happen even if it meant sacrifices. 
 
    The first thing I did Monday morning was put in a call to the East Branch board of education. For a couple of reasons. I wanted to see if they had openings for student teaching second semester. Yes, I’d have to work it with school since they did the placement but I thought that would work out. Secondly, I wanted to see what the job outlook was. The superintendent seemed surprised by my requests. 
 
    She was new, she said, and was trying to make big changes in her second year with East Branch. Said she’d love to have me. That anyone who wanted to come here even with other, perhaps flashier, prospects was someone that East Branch wanted. 
 
    Since my advisor worked the summer sessions, I sent off an email explaining my requests. I wasn’t slated to do the student teaching until second semester, right before graduation, but still, I’d be back in Each Branch.  
 
    Much to my surprise, she got right back to me and said it shouldn’t be a problem. It wasn’t like East Branch was a hot commodity among the teaching students.  
 
    Best of all, Rhian was with me every step of the way. 
 
    She understood why I didn’t jump Zac the night before at his house. I wanted to have a plan because once we were back together, being apart was going to be that much harder. However, once I had as much done as I could, we went down to Joe’s, where Zac and Porter would both still be working. 
 
    “I could just wait until he gets home,” I said as she pulled her car into the parking lot. 
 
    “Uh… no. The guy has been flapping in the wind, Laney. Time to woman up and put him out of his misery. Porter said he’s been worried about you going back to school without things being settled between the two of you.” 
 
    “Worried about what?” I let the ‘Porter said’ portion go for now. 
 
    “That you’ll leave and never look back.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that to him.” 
 
    “Then make sure he knows it.” 
 
    I would. We went through the door but only Porter and Joe were behind the counter. Porter was helping a customer while Joe was just chatting with someone even I recognized as a regular. 
 
    “Laney Douglas. I heard you were back in town.” The old guy wrapped me in a big bear hug. He smelled like grease, but he had as long as I’d known him. 
 
    “Not for too much longer,” Zac said as he leaned against the door jamb leading to the stock room. 
 
    “Well, she’ll just have to come back again soon then.” Joe looked from Zac to me and then back again, then stepped away from me like he knew something was about to go down. 
 
    “What’s up?” Zac asked, not coming any closer.  
 
    Porter finished up with his customer which only left the regular Joe went back to talking to. But Porter leaned his arms on the counter with Rhian in front of him. He whispered something to her, but she sharply shushed him. Suddenly, I was the best thing on TV. 
 
    “Actually, I needed to talk to you,” I told him.  
 
    He folded his arms over his chest and waited. But I took as many steps toward him as I could. Until the counter stopped me from going any closer. 
 
    “I made some arrangements today. I should be able to do my student teaching here next semester and the superintendent thinks there’ll be an opening for me next fall. Assuming I don’t suck at it, anyway.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, I still have to go back to school, but I’ll be living here second semester. Maybe have to go back once in a while to meet with my advisor. ‘Course, I’ll need to buy a new bed because I don’t have one anymore.” Rhian gave me a hard shove from behind causing me to stumble into the counter. Woops. I’d gotten off-track. 
 
    “I thought you weren’t sure you wanted to come back here anymore.” 
 
    “I was mad and hurt. I had a lot to take in and I sort of melted down. I’m really sorry about that. But you… ” I took a deep breath, closed my eyes for a split second, and put the fact that there were four other people in the room out of my mind. “You’re my dream, Zac. And you’ve been my fucking fantasy since I was fourteen years old.” I hadn’t planned on using his words back to him, but they fit. I couldn’t come up with a better way to say it myself. 
 
    His face changed from the surprise of me saying I wanted to stay to something else entirely. He came around the counter in two long strides, wrapped his arms around my waist, and lifted me to his height before pulling my face to his.  
 
    The kiss began soft and gently with an undercurrent of wanting something more. Until that undercurrent began to surface, and he set me back on the ground. 
 
    “I’m taking a break,” he said without looking away from me. He wrapped my hand in his and pulled me through the back of the store until we were out the door and alone. Without a word, his lips descended back onto mine. This time, he devoured me. His tongue reached mine with a groan, his teeth nipped at my bottom lip. When it was time to come up for air, Zac rested his forehead against mine. “I can take the rest of the day off.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that.” I laughed breathlessly. 
 
    “I think my body needs me to do it.” He laughed into my neck before dropping a gentle kiss against my collarbone. “For real, though, what does this mean?” 
 
    “Whatever you want it to mean, but I was hoping we’d be together. Like really together—not seeing other people. Having an insane amount of sex. Maybe some it dirty. The whole thing.” 
 
    “Thank fuck.” He sighed in relief. “I fucking love you, Laney. The thought of not being with you… ” He started shaking his head, like he couldn’t bear to finish that sentence.  
 
    “You love me?” I smiled up at him. “That works for me because I love you.” 
 
    He pulled me up to his height again, holding the back of my head like he thought I might get away. The fact was, I wasn’t going to run again. I was with him right where I wanted to be.  
 
    I wrapped my legs around his waist, making it easier for him to hold on. He walked us back until I was against the building for support so his hands could rest at my waist. There he kissed my breath away. 
 
    Then as if he suddenly remembered where we were, he pulled back, letting my feet rest back on the ground. My knees were so shaky, I almost fell. It hadn’t been that long since we’d been together yet it felt like a lifetime.  
 
    In the end, I talked him into finishing his day and meeting up after. I wanted a little extra time to get ready. We still had a lot to talk about, but I was pretty sure there wouldn’t be a lot of talking that night. 
 
    We walked slowly back in to where I’d left Rhian. She had this little self-satisfied grin on her face. As if she’d had something to do with Zac’s arm wrapped around my shoulder right then. 
 
    “So, I take it we’re all hanging out tonight,” Porter said with that same grin. 
 
    “Ah, negatory, my friend.” Zac made Porter snort with his answer. I think we all knew what was on his mind. 
 
    “Sorry, Zac.” Rhian gave him a cheeky grin, looking anything but sorry. “I have to leave in the morning, so you couldn’t possibly expect me to go my last night here without my best friend.” 
 
    “Seriously?” He looked over to me. 
 
    “It would be kind of rude,” I said. He groaned and something swelled up inside me. A sort of prideful feeling in my chest that he was desperate to have me alone. “We do have until Friday when Dylan comes over.”  
 
    This time, he sighed because he knew I was right. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, the four of us were in my living room eating pizza when Rhian suggested we play a little get-to-know-you game. I didn’t want to because that could’ve led to conversations I didn’t want to have in front of Porter and Rhian. But also, there were things in Zac’s history that I didn’t want the details of. 
 
    “Come on, Laney. Remember Flip, Sip, or Strip sophomore year?” Rhian asked. 
 
    “Nope. No memory.” I remembered perfectly but didn’t really want her to talk about it. 
 
    “You have to. You were left in just your—” She finally glanced up to see my bulging eyes and the hard set of Zac’s jaw. Nobody wanted to hear that story. Except maybe Porter. “Or maybe we should just watch a movie.” 
 
    “How about you two watch a movie and Laney and I leave?” Zac suggested. 
 
    “You know,” Rhian said, shaking her head. “I’m surprised you lasted this long. Get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Zac had me on my feet and half out the door before she finished her sentence. My protests went ignored. I wasn’t protesting going with him. I wanted that. But leaving Rhian with Porter felt wrong even if she was alright with it. 
 
    “So she was messing with me?” he asked as he slowed his walk on the way to his house. 
 
    “Yeah.” I sighed. “Sorry. It was Rhian’s test. If you were willing to give up alone time with me on our first night back together to make us happy, then you’d get her seal of approval.” 
 
    “Did I need that?” he asked as he unlocked his front door. 
 
    “No.” I laughed. “It makes things easier, though.” 
 
    Zac brought me over to the couch, dropped down, then pulled me beside him so that my legs draped across his. 
 
    “Being alone with you wasn’t about sex,” he said quietly. One of my eyebrows lifted. “I mean yes, I want you probably more than I did before.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Now I know what I’m missing.” Men made no sense. “But, honestly, Laney, I want us to talk about things. What I don’t want is you moving here just for me. The whole reason we kept the fact that Maddie was pregnant from you was so that you’d live your dream instead of running back here to help.” 
 
    “Did you not hear a word I said at Joe’s? You’re my dream, Zac. Besides, I already told you I wanted to teach somewhere like this even before I came back. That was always the plan.” 
 
    “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “Zac.” I sighed again, shaking my head. “You’re not getting rid of me now.” 
 
    “More like you’re not getting rid of me.” 
 
    The talking stopped after that. Instead, we used our mouths to post a claim on each other. His hand slid to my neck, tilting my head back to deepen the kiss, but then he quickly pulled away. A squeak of protest escaped my lips. 
 
    “I just want to get you to my bed,” he whispered against my cheek before pulling me off the couch and leading me to his room. 
 
    Zac’s room was almost the same as it had been when were teenagers. He wasn’t the guy to have trophies’ covering every inch of space or memorabilia from his favorite sports team. It had been minimal then and it was minimal now. Although I did spot something new on his dresser. 
 
    “When did you put this in a frame?” I asked, grabbing the picture of him and me at the pond the summer before I moved. The infamous picture he’d told me about. I thought he’d been messing with me that he still had it. Or that he’d ever actually used it the way he’d said. But there it was. 
 
    “Last week.” He wrapped his arms around me from behind, swept my hair to the side, and began trailing kisses up and down my neck. Man, he was good at making me melt. “I thought that when you left this time, I might never see you again. You were so angry. I needed to see you and this was what I had.” 
 
    “We could update it, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, we will. Need some new spank bank material.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “When I’m right here.” 
 
    Zac took the frame from my hands and dropped it back on the dresser before meeting his lips with mine. There was nothing soft about this kiss. His hands fisted in my hair as he moved us backward until my legs hit the bed.  
 
    I fell onto the mattress, then crab-crawled so that I could lie on the pillows. He followed, stalking me like I was the only thing he knew existed in the world. His hands pushed the hem of my shirt up until I lifted my arms so he could remove it completely. A quick tug on the back of his and that was gone, too. 
 
    We removed all of our clothes one by one, slowly, so his lips could savor any newly-exposed skin and my hands could memorize every single twist and turn of his toned body. When he finally sunk into me, we both released a sigh of relief. He moved against me and I tried to keep up. His hands seemed to be everywhere all at once until my entire world exploded against him. His followed soon after.  
 
    Zac wrapped me in his strong arms and I’d never felt safer in my life. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I entered my house the next morning, all I could do was pray that I wouldn’t be greeted by Porter’s naked ass on my couch. Since the beds were gone and I was buying a new one, the only place sex could happen for them was the couch or Rhian’s air mattress. Both of which were in my living room. 
 
    Thankfully, my retinas were spared the burning and all I found was Rhian curled up under a blanket. She hadn’t gotten the air mattress out probably because she knew I wouldn’t be coming home until morning. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead, wake up,” I said, giving her a push with my foot. Rhian had always been a light sleeper and she opened her eyes as soon as I touched her. She yawned and stretched before sitting up. 
 
    “Walk of shame?” she said sleepily. “I’m shocked.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” I laughed. It wasn’t the first time I’d spent the night with a guy. It wasn’t the first I’d spent with Zac. “Get up. We’re going out for breakfast.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a third wheel. I have to get moving anyway.” 
 
    “You’re not a third wheel. You’re a fourth. Porter is going, too,” I explained. She let herself take a moment for a huge stretch but then got up and grabbed her overnight bag. “Hey, did anything happen on that couch that would cause me to have to burn it or have an exorcism or anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Ha ha. No. We talked for a little while then he went home,” she said. “Porter’s a flirt but remember, I don’t hookup with friends.” 
 
    “Sure. Of course I remember,” I said, not fully believing that she’d stand by the rule. “They’re going into work late, so get your butt moving.” 
 
    In rare Rhian fashion, she only took ten minutes to get ready but still emerged from the bathroom looking like she’d spent hours carefully choosing her clothes and doing her hair. Sometimes I hated her. 
 
    Rhian and I met Porter and Zac at the little neighborhood family restaurant named Big Daddy’s. We placed our food order along with our drink order because we were low on time. Zac folded my hand into his under the table, threading our fingers together. 
 
    “So, a week until you leave, Laney?” Porter asked. 
 
    “About that,” I told him. It was a week and a half but he was close enough. “Back to the grind.” 
 
    “Three hours away?” He smirked.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. I loved the guy, but he could stir up trouble like nobody I’d ever seen. 
 
    “Only three hours, Porter.” I threw my spoon, hitting him right in the forehead. He groaned and rubbed the injured area. When he moved his hand there was a nice red spot. I hoped it would bruise. 
 
    “What’s your point?” Zac sighed gruffly. He knew Porter even better than I did, but everyone knew he had something on his mind. 
 
    “Just wondering how often she’s going to come back to visit. I mean if I’m the one who’s going to have to pick your sorry ass up off the floor, then I think I should know.” His words were followed by a grunt as Zac kicked him in the shin under the table. “I meant listen to him wax poetic and shit.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Porter,” I told him. “He can call me whenever he feels lonely and I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “Or there’s always the bikini picture.” Rhian giggled through her contribution to the conversation. 
 
    “You told her about that?” Zac grimaced. 
 
    “She’s my best friend. I tell her everything. But it’s cute. Don’t be embarrassed.” 
 
    “Yeah, if you only knew some of Laney’s most embarrassing—” That sentence could not be finished. 
 
    “Next topic,” I said.  
 
    Thankfully, the waitress was an added interruption, then everyone focused on their food. 
 
    Except Zac. He leaned into my ear so no one else would hear him. 
 
    “Are you going to finish that sentence for me?” 
 
    “No,” I said loudly. Rolling my eyes, I added, “Rhian was just kidding anyway.” 
 
    “You know I have a solution to your little problem of living apart if you’d care to listen,” Rhian said with a mouthful of pancake. 
 
    “We’re all ears.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you just move in with me?” she asked. “You won’t have to deal with the dorm. You’ll have that sweet dorm money to come home on Thursday mornings, then come back to school Sunday night. You only have classes Monday thru Wednesday and my apartment is already paid for. It’s perfect.” She took another bite of pancake. “Unless of course, pretty boy over here doesn’t let you study when you’re around him. Then you’d have to stay at school longer.” 
 
    “Pretty boy,” Porter snorted. “I like it.” That got him a warning look from Zac. 
 
    “That sounds great, actually. I can still get a refund on the dorm that’s already paid for. What do you think? I mean, I don’t have to move out of the dorm to make this happen but it would give me more money.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Rhian pushed out her pouty lip. As soon as her parents had finally relented and let her get an apartment that they’d pay for, of course, she wanted me to move in with her. But by then I’d already met with my roommate and hadn’t wanted to make a big change. Now I did. 
 
    “You just want her to move in with you, don’t you?” Porter guessed correctly. 
 
    “Whatever,” Rhian countered. “It’s our last chance to live together now that you’re with him. Next year you’ll be married and popping out kids.” 
 
    “Ah, no I won’t.” Married, I could get behind, maybe. But kids were gonna wait a little while. Besides, Zac already had Dylan. That was probably enough to get used to. 
 
    “I love whatever gets me time with you,” Zac said. “And yes, I can probably control myself long enough for you to do school work. I do have a job.” He glanced over to Rhian, who immediately stuck her tongue out at him. 
 
    “OK. New plan. Living with Rhian,” I said. “No douchebags, though. I’m serious. I’ll move back here and drive three hours each way if I have to.” 
 
    “Got it. No douchebags.” She held up three fingers as a scout’s honor. 
 
    “Sorry, Porter.” Zac laughed quietly. 
 
    We finished up breakfast and the guys left for work. Rhian and I got home, but then she left almost right away. She still had some things to get done before school started. I, on the other hand, went shopping. If I was going to be using my house, then I was going to need a bed. I didn’t regret getting rid of the things I had because they needed to be replaced. Maybe not all at once but this way, I had to do it. 
 
    The last thing I did before Zac arrived was call my mom. I hadn’t talked to her in a while and felt like I should update her on my future whereabouts. She supported the plan because what other option did she have? 
 
    Then Zac was there. I’d decided I was actually going to cook for us. Nothing over the top, but I’d really wanted to do that since we’d started seeing each other.  
 
    While the chicken baked, I was in the kitchen throwing together a salad with Zac leaning against the counter nearby. I didn’t think I’d ever get tired of looking at him. 
 
    “Do you really not want to get married and have kids?” he asked causing my knife to pause midair. “I’m not proposing or anything. I’m just curious.” 
 
    “I do. Eventually. When I said that to Rhian, I just mean that maybe I didn’t want to do all of it next year.” I went back to chopping the carrots. “I could see being married sooner or later. Now that we’re together you get a say in the decision, thought. But kids… ” I shook my head. “Not for a while. Besides”—I shrugged—“you already have Dylan. Maybe you don’t want anymore.” 
 
    “I love that you’re thinking of these things with me in mind.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek. A sweet move that any boyfriend would do but it sent butterflies loose in my stomach. “And yeah, I have Dylan. I love him. I’ll always love him. That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t want kids with you.” He moved closer, putting one hand on the small of my back. “And I think you’ll love him like your own anyway.” 
 
    “I already adore him.” 
 
    “Well, all right then. I just wanted to see if we’re on the same page or not.” 
 
    “And if we weren’t?” I asked because it was unlikely. We’d always agree on everything. 
 
    “Then I’d change my page. We’d work it out.” 
 
    That night, we ate slowly since we had nowhere we had to be. Then I packed a small overnight bag to stay at his house. My bed wasn’t being delivered until Friday so we couldn’t stay here. The couch wasn’t the best place for two people to sleep. 
 
    And Friday night, after the bed arrived, Maddie dropped Dylan off because she was on her way to Ian’s anyway. Zac had a heart-to-heart with his little guy during dinner. 
 
    “Dylan, I want to talk to you about something,” Zac told him. Dylan’s spoonful of mac and cheese paused halfway to his mouth but only for a second. “I want you to know that Laney is my girlfriend. Do you know what that means?” he asked.  
 
    Nodding, Dylan said, “Like Mommy and Ian.” 
 
    “Right,” Zac agreed. “Like Mommy and Ian. So that means Laney’s going to be around a lot more. I love her and I want her with us as much as possible.” 
 
    “Me, too,” he said without looking at Zac. Dylan was more focused on his food than anything else. 
 
    “You too what?” 
 
    I just pushed my food around my plate because while this conversation involved me, it absolutely didn’t include me. This was Zac’s thing. 
 
    “I love Laney.” 
 
    My heart melted and a smile spread across my face at the same time. Zac looked over to me with a huge grin. 
 
    “I told you my son has excellent taste.” 
 
    After dinner, Zac and I sat on the couch with Dylan tucked in between us watching a Disney movie about superheroes. I didn’t pay much attention to the storyline as I was too focused on the men beside me. This was my life now and I was going to love it.  
 
    Dylan fell asleep halfway through and I think I fell even more in love with Zac when I watched him carefully lift the tiny human into his arms to take him to bed. 
 
    When it was time to leave, Zac walked beside me all the way to my front door. 
 
    “Sorry you can’t spend the night. I hate the idea of you having to sleep in that big new bed all alone.” 
 
    “I understand, Zac. I think we’ll both survive.” 
 
    He groaned. “I don’t know that I will, but this is an agreement between me and Maddie. Neither of us have overnights. I have to honor the agreement.” 
 
    “I told you.” I punctuated the words with a quick kiss. “I understand. You being a dad comes first and I wouldn’t love you if it didn’t.” 
 
    That didn’t mean Zac didn’t spend fifteen minutes saying goodnight to me on the porch, hidden in the shadows. But I had a new bed to break in. 
 
    Even though Zac practically begged, I didn’t spend every minute of the weekend with them. We did take Dylan to the park for a while on Sunday morning, but I didn’t want to be this person that just showed up and took over like I was being forced on the kid. I wanted things to happen more naturally and Dylan needed alone time with his dad.  
 
    Although by then, Zac held my hand in front of his son and didn’t shy away of appropriate PDA’s. I wasn’t sure at first but Zac said it was fine and he was the dad so I had to trust him.  
 
    No matter how much I didn’t want it to happen, Thursday came, and it was time for me to go. I had to go to my mom’s house for all the things I’d brought home from the dorm, then move the necessities to Rhian’s. Zac arranged with Joe to have the morning off to help me pack up my Jeep. He’d have to work Saturday to make up for it but said he didn’t mind. And as he stood, pushing me back against my car with the force of his kisses, I was really glad he’d done it. 
 
    “You really have to go today?” he asked breathlessly. 
 
    “I do. It’s six hours to Mom’s and I have so much to go through there. I want to visit the park where we spread Dad’s ashes before I leave for school. It’s so weird to think he’s been gone almost four months. Then classes start Monday.” 
 
    “I wish I could go with you.” 
 
    “I know. But I’d rather you be with me right now. This is a good send off.” 
 
    He kissed me again and ran his hand up my back under my shirt. We’d had a lot of goodbye sex to hold us over. It wasn’t enough. 
 
    “You’ll be back next weekend?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I thought Rhian and I could come because it’s Labor Day, so no classes on Monday.” His face perked a little. “But you have Dylan that weekend, so I’ll be safely in my bed at my house.” His face fell into a pout making me laugh. 
 
    “We’ll just have to use our time wisely after he’s asleep.” 
 
    “I’m not having sex with you on your couch while your kid is asleep one room away,” I told him. 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed. “I wasn’t talking about sex. I just want some time with you.” 
 
    “That, I can get behind.” 
 
    He opened the driver’s side door so I could climb in, then closed it gently behind me. 
 
    “You’ll call as soon as you get there?” he asked. It was more of a reminder than anything else. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Nodding, he cupped my face and pulled me toward him through the open window for one last kiss. “Drive safely.” 
 
    As I drove away, I saw him stay right where he was until I had to turn and could no longer see him. 
 
    This had begun as the worst summer of my life. Losing my dad and having to face my former friends. I couldn’t say it turned out for the best because my dad was still dead, and I missed him every single day. 
 
    But I’d gained something in the midst of that horrible loss. I’d gotten my friends back. The friends who’d been with me since grade school. And I’d finally attained the one thing I’d wanted my entire life. Sure, I had other goals, things I wanted to do, but for as long as I could remember, every time I’d pictured my life, doing the things I hoped to do, Zac had been there with me. 
 
    And now I had absolutely no doubt that he always would be.  
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Last Good Thing! Please consider leaving a review! 
 
      
 
    Preorder  A Little More Touch Me, Porter and Rhian’s book!
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