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Emily, you know this one’s for you. Thanks for being the forever kind of friend.

(And for talking me out of that alpaca farm.)
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She disappeared from our lives without a word. I never expected to run into her at a Quik Mart in between jobs. What’s a guy to do when he finds his first crush? Follow her home, of course, and remind her of all the things she’s missing.

I didn’t know that holding onto Riley would involve living in a trailer park. Or keeping it a secret from my sister—her best friend.

Riley is completely at home with lawn-mower racing, beer-guzzling exhibitionists. She doesn’t think I can handle it.

Well, I’m going to show Miss Trailerhood that I’m here to stay—no matter what trailer-park mayhem she puts me through.

Love is patient, love is kind, love means buying a single wide.
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Chapter One

Riley
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Should I go nude?

Or maybe a little more tan?

Deciding which way you looked best would be difficult for anyone, but it was especially difficult when your hair was wrapped in a towel. It automatically lowered your self-confidence—and made you wonder if you shared the genetics of a troll.

Having eye cream slathered so thick I could see it under my eyes didn’t help either. Oh well. I guess I’d go nude. It made a statement.

With a heavy sigh, I snatched the nail polish off the shelf and dropped it into my basket. 

It would scare most people to go to the grocery store looking like I did. But that was the beauty of living in Oregon. When you went to the store, you saw people in all states of dress—or undress. Some people wore their pajamas. About eighty percent of the population appeared in yoga pants. And every once in a while, you could spot a person wearing hardly anything. But the only time I went nude was when I painted my nails that color. 

I tossed some cotton balls into my basket before I stopped by the baby section to grab wipes. They made the best makeup removers.

I had to hurry because I only had two hours before I went live and only three hours before my sister got home from her friend’s. It was the first week of summer break, and I was already frantically trying to think of fun summer activities for Wren and me.

Luckily, tonight was cookie night.

I turned down the baking aisle of the convenience store. 

Convenience was right. It was practically right next door to my house. And this convenience store had the decency to stock regular food items. Tonight was chocolate-chip-cookie night, and if Wren came home to find that we were out of chocolate chips, I would be in big trouble.

I paused in front of a mirror that was part of the sunglasses display. The avocado smeared beneath my makeup-less eyes usually helped remove the puffiness, but I wasn’t sure it would work today. It needed to. I had to take photos tonight.

Setting the basket on the front counter, the woman standing there helped me empty it. After laying the chocolate chips and nude nail polish on the counter, I pulled my card out of my phone case and swiped it.

“Big night planned?” Marni, the woman who managed the convenience store, asked. 

“We’re making cookies tonight if you want to stop by.”

Marni tugged at the large hoops in her ears. “Well, Dean and I have tickets to the mud show tonight, but thanks for the offer.”

I nodded and tucked my card back into my phone case. Marni and I lived only a street apart. 

The first time I’d met her, she told me that her boyfriend, Dean, was going to propose any day now. That was two years ago, and he was still coming up with excuses. “You taking pictures tonight?” she asked.

“Yes, Wren is hanging out with friends today, so I figured I’d get some evening shots with Tony.”

“He’s getting better. That YouTube video he watched really helped.”

“I agree.” Tony was another neighbor who was dabbling in photography. He was decent enough and wanted to add to his portfolio, so he helped me in trade for chocolate chip cookies and girlfriend advice. 

Although his pictures weren’t bad, I doubted he’d ever make it as a true professional. He’d do fine snapping pictures of T-ball practice and backyard weddings, but he wouldn’t be featured in any magazines—not in this lifetime.

Marni passed me the paper sack. “You want me to get you a ticket to mudding next week? Dean’s got a friend that works for the owner’s son.”

Sounded like she had those tickets locked in tight. “Thanks, Marni. If it’s no trouble, I know Wren would love that.”

Unfortunately, Wren was now at the age where she liked boys. I couldn’t convince her they still had germs and she needed her cootie shot every time she accidentally touched one.

Right now, she had a crush on Mason Higgins—someone in the making of a true redneck. Nice enough kid, just not too bright. He liked mudding, though, so now Wren liked mudding, even though she hadn’t ever been, which was why I wanted to remedy that. I hoped she would go to a mudding event and decide that it wasn’t for her, and then she’d decide that Mason wasn’t for her either.

“What’s with the green stuff?” Marni pointed to the goop on my face.

“I’m doing a live makeup tutorial while the cookies are baking. This takes away the puffiness from my eyes.”

Marni shrugged. “Just remember to take the towel off your head too.”

Patting my makeshift turban, I smiled. “I didn’t want my hair to dry on the walk over here. I need to do a blowout.”

“You know I have that friend who would give you a discount at the hair salon if you tell her my name. She works wonders with my hair.” She gestured to her thick, heavy-handed bangs that somehow fit Marni well but would look horrendous on anyone else.

“Thanks for that.”

I gathered up my belongings and turned to walk out the door. Only, my mind must have been on other things, because I bumped into someone—with my face. Where was the rest of my body when I needed it? That would teach me to slouch.

“Oh, excuse me!” I apologized. I fumbled with the bag but managed to hold onto it. Raising my head, I stared at a chest. My face had left a little avocado imprint on the man’s white T-shirt. Not wanting to make things more awkward, I hurried around the man, ready to dash for the door.

“Riley!” a familiar voice called to me. I stopped. The voice was deeper than I remembered. More gravelly. But I’d know it anywhere. Slowly turning around, goosebumps on my arms, I stared at the man I’d smashed my face against. 

A blast from the past stood in front of me, a water bottle in his hand. Brown, tussled hair. Bright-green eyes that saw too much. 

He’d always seen. He always knew.

I let out a squeak and ran out the door. My flip-flops slapped against the bottom of my feet as I tried to keep my armful of groceries from falling. The cars zooming down the road next to me had me glancing frantically over my shoulder as if he were driving one of them. 

When I made it to the gated entrance to my neighborhood, I slowed my sprint to a light jog.

I was home.

I was safe.

My secret was safe.

The past would have to stay in the past. There was nothing else I could do about it. No matter how much I wanted to wrap my arms around the past and hug him—er, it—I couldn’t, because the past was over. 

I could only look to the future—mine and Wren’s.

The good-looking man who had grown into his large ears and broad shoulders didn’t have a place in the Wren-and-Riley future. 

Our trailer wasn’t big enough. 

I hurried past Tony, who was busy washing his Mustang in front of his green single-wide. I nodded to Eldon, who stood in front of his outdoor shed, a screwdriver in each hand.

My heart still raced as I popped the handle on my trailer and opened the door. Home sweet home. That was right. I lived in a trailer park. 

And it wasn’t just any trailer park. It was the one and only, coveted, desirable, Burnside Waterfront Trailer Park. 

In other words, it was a trailer park like any other trailer park across America. 

Single-wides, Airstreams, travel trailers, RVs. We had it all. We even laid claim to the fact that we had two double-wides in our park. 

I rested my bag of groceries against my hip before I climbed the narrow, steep steps inside. I turned around and scanned the street—no sign of him. He wouldn’t follow me here. There was nothing to worry about. 

I slammed the door then emptied my groceries onto the tiny counter space. 

After I laid all the delicious ingredients for chocolate chip cookies out, I glanced down and realized my big toe was bleeding.

Darn it. I wanted to do a nail tutorial soon. I couldn’t do that if I had hamburger toes.

Opening the pantry—really it was a cupboard with two shelves—I pulled the first aid kit from the back. There weren’t any Band-Aids to be found, only a thick square piece of gauze and some tape. 

My toe was still dripping blood, but it definitely wasn’t gauze-worthy. I’d just have to wash it off in the shower. I pulled the towel from my head and used it to clean off the avocado mask.

The trailer rocked as someone climbed the steps. I waited for Wren to open the door, but instead of the door opening, there was a knock. Probably Elise and Sam from next door. Both were retired and considered the news bearers of the trailer park. Good news, bad news. They liked to share it all. They popped over to chat all the time.

I set down the first aid kit and limped to the door. Why did toe injuries cause your entire leg to freeze up? 

I would never know, because when I opened the door, my toe was the least of my worries. 

Nate Mercier stood there. Grown-up, handsome as sin, and scowling angrily.
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Chapter Two

Nate
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It was Riley. 

When she bumped into me at the store, I knew her immediately. I would never forget her face. It didn’t matter that some strange, green paste covered her face—or that she had smeared it on my shirt. I still recognized her.

Maybe it was the towel on her head.

She’d spent countless nights having sleepovers with my sister, Nola, during middle school and high school. I would have recognized that turban anywhere. Nola and Riley had been inseparable. At one point, they’d gone on a makeover kick. They’d planned ‘spa nights’ at my parents’ house—whatever that had meant. To me, it had meant a chance to torment Nola and Riley.

When Riley ran out of the store, I set the water bottle down on the counter and hurried after her. She had a good head start—she’d always been athletic, so even the flip-flops weren’t much of a hindrance for her.

The parking lot was empty by the time I got outside, but then I spotted her running down the sidewalk and disappearing onto a side street toward what looked like a trailer park. I sprinted after her. She had probably panicked since it had been so long since I’d seen her. 

And now she was running through a sketchy trailer park just to get away from me.

She was determined. I knew that for a fact. But so was I. I wanted to know where she’d been for the past two years.

I’d expected to hear from her someday—not accidentally bump into her at a Quik Mart after I’d finished a job.

When I reached the entrance to the trailer park, I saw a strange sight. Riley was waving and greeting the people who were outside their homes—a man working on his lawn mower, another man with a camera pointed at a Corvette parked in front of a single-wide, a few kids riding bikes down the street.

It was almost like she knew them. 

Weird.

I stood back and watched, unsure of what I was seeing.

Then, something even stranger happened. She reached the first ninety-degree corner of the trailer park and walked determinedly up a short—very short—driveway toward a trailer.

Riley climbed a narrow set of steps and walked inside an Airstream trailer. She acted as if she owned the place.

Who could she know in a trailer park like this? I knew her mom was firmly out of the picture. I knew it couldn’t be Riley who lived here. She’d always sworn that she would never live in a trailer park again.

She didn’t want to speak to me. She’d made that clear when she ran away screaming a few minutes before.

Was this the part where I left and admitted defeat? Or would I go knock on that door and demand answers?

There really was no debate in my mind. I wasn’t exactly the person to let things be. I needed answers. 

Why had Riley disappeared without a word? Not even a note. She hadn’t even bothered with a text to my sister. 

Nothing like, Hey, I know we’ve been best friends for over ten years and roommates throughout college, but I figured I’d try my hand at the disappearance act. Ciao!

She’d left without a trace. Nola and I had searched high and low for her. I glanced around the trailer park. Apparently, we hadn’t searched low enough.

I stalked forward with determination. 

I tried to ignore the hair standing up on the back of my neck. I hated that feeling. It could mean anything. A threat. A stalker. A sense of doom. Static electricity because I forgot fabric softener when I did my laundry...the options were endless.

But there was one thing I knew: Riley was going to have to face me. 

I climbed the narrow steps and pounded on the trailer door with an open palm.

A couple seconds later, I heard someone shuffling around inside. I climbed down to the bottom stair in case the door hit me when it swung open.

When it finally opened, I still wasn’t ready. Riley stood on the other side of the door, staring at me with wet hair hanging against her cheeks and an open-mouthed gasp. 

She’d kicked off her flip-flops and held a bandage in her hand. She still looked as surprised as she had in the convenience store. The green goo was gone, as well as the towel.

“Is that really you?” I asked to remind myself that this wasn’t a dream. I knew it was her. It was surreal to see her in person after all this time.

Over two years.

We had all expected the worst had happened to her. Whatever the worst may have been. The worst was different for each person and especially different for those who’d had to live through the worst. 

But as Nola and I had discussed repeatedly, the only thing that would have driven Riley away would have fallen into the category of the worst.

Facing her now, I couldn’t think of any questions to ask. I wish I could’ve been eloquent and eased into the conversation with natural charm. Something that would show her how much I missed her, yet not make me look like a pathetic young boy who’d had the biggest crush on her. 

But all thoughts of tact disappeared. I wanted to know where she’d been, why she hid, why she’d stayed so close to Riverly where we’d grown up. 

“Where have you been?” I demanded. She immediately tried to slam the door. I caught it with my left hand and wrenched it open; it wasn’t difficult to do because it was a trailer, and the door was light. 

As was Riley. 

She was a scrappy little soul. I knew that from all the times she'd tackled me to the ground during high school. But the years had been good to me. I’d finally filled out and put on some pounds of muscle. It took a lot of sandwiches, chocolate milk, and protein shakes. I was no bodybuilder, but I finally looked like I might survive a light breeze.

I held the door wide open and clenched my jaw as I waited for her to answer. The muscles on my forearm pulsed as I pulled myself up the steps to her eye level. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt, and her feet were bloody and bare. 

Forgetting my anger at her desertion and silence, I pointed to her foot. 

“What did you do? Are you all right?” 

Riley nodded but didn’t speak. She stared at me with what I was beginning to think was a permanently surprised expression. 

I couldn’t tell if she was happy to see me, angry, or wanted me to go away. Slamming the door could have been a reflex rather than a thought-out action. I would pretend that her flight from the grocery store was a reflex as well. Of course she would be thrilled to see me. I mean, it had been two years.

I brushed past her into the trailer. It was light and bright inside. White wood paneling, a cream table with bench seats, and light-green—what my mother would call mint—kitchen cabinets. 

This was not your grandparents’ travel trailer. This was some place I could comfortably live—and, apparently, so could Riley.

I saw that she had a first aid kit sitting out on the counter already. I grabbed her wrist and dragged her into the kitchen after me. It took two steps to get there, and her movements were stiff and delayed. “Let me look at that foot.” 

“No, really, it’s okay.” 

I looked up and met her eyes. There were tears there. 

“Hey,” I said, my voice softening toward her. “It’s okay. You don’t have to cry. I’ve missed you, too.” 

She swiped at her tears with the back of her hand and clenched her jaw. “I’m not crying because of that, you idiot. My toe hurts.” 

I laughed and shook my head. Some things never changed. “Fine. Be that way.” 

I placed my hands around her narrow hips and lifted her to sit on the little table with wood chairs surrounding it. She squawked and latched onto my wrists.

“No—“

I released her and turned to grab the first aid kit. A loud crash had me spinning around quickly.

Riley was sitting on the floor, and the small table was on its side. 

“I told you to stop!” she scolded me as she climbed to her feet.

“Well, excuse me for trying to help.” I yanked the box from the counter and righted the table with a little more force than necessary.

“You’re always crashing everything down around me!”

“Oh, yeah? When?”

“Sophomore year, you—“ She stopped herself as if she’d said too much.

I knew exactly what she was referring to. We’d been backstage for a high school pep rally. She’d been sitting on a tower of chairs. I’d tried to scare her, but it ended up being like every other prank a kid has pulled in high school—not very well thought out. She didn’t get away unscathed. I’d accidentally toppled the entire stack of chairs over. She’d been covered in bruises.

I hadn’t slept for a week out of guilt and fear. I still slept with one eye open, worried she’d pay me back for that stunt. I guessed her revenge-less revenge was well thought out. It had been nine years, and I was still waiting for her to pay me back.

“You know I didn’t mean for that to happen. I also didn’t mean to cause your table to crash down. I’m trying to help bandage your toe. You’re dripping blood everywhere. You’re making a mess.” I pointed to the drips of blood on the floor.

She cleared her throat and folded her arms across her chest. “That’s okay.”

I looked at her in surprise. “It is?”

“Yes, it is. Thank you for your help, but you should go.”

I didn’t roll my eyes, even though I wanted to. It would have been immature. And I was trying my best to not appear like the same annoying best friend’s little brother she was used to me being. 

It was hard to undo the damage of someone witnessing you go through puberty. I didn’t know if it was something you could recover from, but I was definitely willing to try.

I pulled a chair away from the table. “Sit down.”

She looked at me with wide eyes. Much to my surprise, she sat down and held her foot out toward me. 

I knelt down and guided her dainty foot to rest on my thigh. She’d always been on the shorter side, and her shoe size was laughable next to Nola’s. Her foot looked like a child’s next to mine.

She let out a surprised squeak when my thumb dragged along the arch of her foot. “Still ticklish, I see.”

I smiled, remembering all the times I’d tortured her by pinning her on the couch and tickling her feet. I’d reserved those times for when she teased me about girls in high school.

I grabbed the alcohol swabs from the first aid kit and roughly held her ankle while I wiped away the blood. She hissed when the alcohol hit the scuffed part of her toe. It wasn’t that bad of an injury—only a skinned-up toe—but it gave me an odd sense of satisfaction to hear her hiss. 

I was a terrible person, and I wasn’t afraid to admit it.

She’d put me through a lot of pain over the past two years. I was pretty sure she was due a little payback. 

“You left.” 

Silence. I opened another alcohol wipe.

“You didn’t say anything. To anyone.” I scrubbed away the debris from the skinned toe then taped the gauze on. I wrapped it about three layers too thick, making it look like she had broken her toe and it was swollen excessively. I remained kneeling and released her ankle then planted my hands on either side of her chair. There was nowhere for her to escape to this time. 

“You’re alive.” 

Riley sighed as she looked down at her lap. Her thick blonde lashes shuttered her eyes. “Yes, I’m alive.” 

“You’re not dead in a ditch somewhere. You haven’t been kidnapped or trafficked. You are in Burnside, of all places.” 

“Yes, your point?” Her eyes sparkled dangerously. 

“You could have called! You could’ve let us know that you were okay. Nola and I have searched everywhere for you. Why did you disappear without a word?” I gripped the chair hard enough that it creaked.

She held my gaze, not even remotely intimidated by my anger. “I can’t tell you, Nate.” 

“Why not?” 

“There are things that you don’t understand,” she explained. “You should go. Please don’t tell Nola you’ve seen me; it’d break her heart.” 

I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to keep myself from lashing out at her. She was right; I didn’t know why she left. I didn’t know what circumstances had caused her to run and not tell anyone where she went. 

But it still hurt. It didn’t matter if she had a reason. She’d left a gaping hole in our lives. I hadn’t realized how much a part of our lives she was...until now, having her close again. It felt so right—even if I was mad at her.

We’d been inseparable—Riley, Nola, and I—and now it seemed like all that time had meant nothing to her. Taking a deep breath, I rubbed the back of my neck as I looked her in the eye. There was a hardness there that hadn’t been there two years ago. There was something else, too. Longing. 

Taking a deep breath, the scent of her shampoo wafting around me, I tried to speak calmly. “I’ve missed you, Riley.” 

“Yeah sure, there’s no one else you can harass as much as you do me,” she said with a mocking laugh. 

“You’re right; no one is as fun to tease as you. No one loses their temper like you do. Nola just forgives me. My girlfriends just break up with me. But you...you lose your temper like a volcano,” I answered with a grin.

“I’ve changed, Nate. I’ve grown up. I’ve learned to control that temper. The one you loved to poke and prod all of our growing up.” She raised her eyebrows and gave me a knowing look.

“I’m sad to hear that,” I said, and I meant it. I didn’t think I liked the idea of a subdued Riley. She shouldn’t be subdued. She was too perfect being herself to the fullest. “Come see Nola. She’s living in Riverly. It’s practically right around the corner. She misses you.”

Riley shook her head. “I already told you we can’t tell her.”

“Why not?” I leaned down until I was looking straight at her blue eyes. 

“You know I can’t hurt her like that,” she said in exasperation.

“Like what? Like disappearing for years only for us to find out you’ve been living close this whole time? Do you realize she’s been telling herself lies? Dreaming and praying that someone offered you an amazing job you couldn’t resist and that you barely had time to pack your bags? She’s even suggested you’re off saving a third world country. No matter why you left, Nola will never make you the bad guy.”

“But you will,” she whispered.

I sighed and leaned back on my heels, needing the space between us. “Maybe. I really wish I could think of a reason you would do this to us—but I have nothing.”

We stayed there, frozen in our swirling thoughts. My mind ran through any reason I could think of for her to disappear like she had. To just pack her bags and leave an empty dorm room in her wake. I watched as Riley’s expression changed from sad, to confused, to stoic.

Finally, she stood up and hobbled to the door, opening it with a thump. “You need to leave. And understand this: I don’t want you in my life. I don’t miss you or Nola. Just go.”

Glancing around the trailer, I noticed a framed picture of Nola, Riley, and me, sitting in a prominent place on her open shelf. 

On my way out the door, I stopped in front of Riley, looking down at her eyes that were stubbornly focused on my collarbone. I leaned down and whispered, “Liar, liar, pants on fire.” 

Then I left the same way I came.
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Chapter Three

Riley
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Chocolate chip cookie night had been a bust. Wren ended up staying at her best friend Macy’s house overnight. It reminded me of Nola and me when we were in high school. Wren and Macy were inseparable just like Nola and I had been.

When Wren texted me the night before, it had been the perfect timing. 

Nate’s “liar, liar, pants on fire” comment had ended with me sitting on the floor, crying my heart out. 

I’d then furiously scrubbed at the drops of blood still on the floor from my stubbed toe. I thought if I could erase those, then it would seem like Nate had never been there. Maybe I could erase the feeling of his warm hand on my ankle.

Luckily, Wren’s text reminded me why I didn’t run after Nate and ask him how he had been these past couple years. It had reminded me why I had moved on from that other phase of my life.

I had goals, things to accomplish, a half-sister to raise. Life went on, and it rarely turned out like you planned. But I wouldn’t change the life I had now. 

I’d dragged out my light and tripod and made a makeup tutorial to upload to my social media. I didn’t bother to wash my face before bed. 

The setting spray I’d bought from the local grocery store worked like a charm. My eyeliner was still in place the next morning when I sat down with my morning cup of coffee and day planner. I repainted my nails the nude color and let them dry as I scrolled through my social media planner.

After consulting my posting schedule, I washed my coffee cup and wiped up the spilled coffee grounds from my coffee pot. 

Next, I filled a cup of water from my kitchen sink and poured it in my aloe vera plant that sat on my windowsill. I grabbed an ice cube from the freezer and set it in my orchid pot.

I picked up my cell phone off the counter, snapped a picture of my plants, and posted them on my Instagram stories. Next, I filled a small pitcher to water my pots that lined the windowsill inside my bedroom—time for a selfie for my stories. I snapped a picture of myself as I leaned over a pot, watering it carefully.

A text from Wren chimed. 

Wren: Macy and I are going to hang out with Mason today.

Was fifteen too young for a boyfriend? Because I was pretty sure it was. Wren had never bothered to ask me for permission. She simply started dating a boy that was in her class. He was nice enough, but there were times when I wished I was more intimidating and could scare Wren’s boyfriends. Hopefully, he wouldn’t last long. That might be a selfish thought on my part, but Wren had had far more boyfriends than I’d had in our time of living together—and none of them measured up to Wren, in my opinion.

A loud pop and the sound of a backfiring motor caused me to jump as I dumped the rest of the water into my basil pot. I glanced out the window as I erased water plants off of my small dry erase board hanging on my wall.

Johnny rode by on his motorcycle. He slowed to a stop next to Eldon, who was working on his lawn mower across the street. ’Twas the season.

I glanced around at the trailer park. The single-wides and travel trailers each had their own driveway and a small space to call a yard. Some yards were made up of gravel, some were dirt, while others actually had a small patch of grass on them—and when I say small, I mean small. 

I slid my phone into my shorts pocket and headed outside. I wanted to find out why Larry and Patty’s was so quiet next to Eldon’s.

“Hey, Riley!” Johnny called as he stepped off his motorcycle. I waved and smiled as I crossed the street, heading straight for him.

He was a good-looking guy, like stare-at-all-day good-looking. Slightly awkward, though, as though he didn’t know he was attractive. It made me like him even more. 

He’d only been in the trailer park for two months. 

He was an undercover cop. 

Of course, he didn’t know that the rest of us knew that, so we just let it slide. Despite him being a cop, he fit in well at the trailer park. He wasn’t afraid to jump in and lend a hand. He’d even helped jump Dean’s ride—which was probably stolen in the first place. I’d also seen Johnny stand up to Kristin’s ex. Kristin was a single mom in the trailer park who had divorced her abusive ex-husband. I still wasn’t sure how many kids she had because she was always babysitting other people’s. Johnny began checking up on her regularly, which turned out to be a good thing. Kristin’s ex thought he could come back to their trailer and push her around. He hadn’t counted on her next-door neighbor (Johnny) coming over and knocking him unconscious three weeks ago. 

Now he could scare off Wren’s boyfriend. I’d have to keep that in mind for when I spoke with Mason again.

I pursed my lips as I debated about asking him to look into Wren’s current boyfriend. Maybe I could convince him to come hang out at the house sometime when Wren brought Mason home.

"You okay?" Johnny asked again.

I’d been standing there admiring the scenery too long. “Yeah, fine. Busy thinking."

"Hey, guys!" Tony walked over to stand by us, his camera hanging around his neck. "I've got my camera if you need me to take any pictures, Riley!"

"Thanks, Tony. I could use your help tomorrow, probably."

"That sounds great,” he said with a thoughtful look on his face. He took his photography seriously, even if he wasn't the best. He also always demanded a fee. If he took a picture of you that you didn’t know about, you’d probably still get a bill in the mail. 

“Hey, did I see that Larry and Patty moved out already?" he asked about the neighbors that lived next to Eldon across the street from my trailer. They'd been slowly packing up. They'd bought themselves a trailer in Arizona. They said they were tired of the Oregon rain and planned on living happily ever after in a dry climate. They said their joints couldn't take the change in barometric pressure anymore.

But I hadn't even seen a moving truck today. It was already getting closer to noon, though, which meant I’d spent more time working inside than I thought. 

"Yup!" Eldon burst out as he stood up, waving a wrench around. "Some feller came in and bought the place from them as they were loading up the last of their stuff this morning. Paid upfront. In cash."

Eldon dropped to the ground and went back to work on the lawn mower.

Tony looked thoughtful. “What do you suppose he does?”

“Drugs?” suggested Johnny.

“Not this feller,” Eldon chimed in. “Too cleaned up. Maybe a booster. He had a fancy rig. Like yours.”

He clanged around on his lawn mower engine. They’d successful piqued my interest. Who would my new across-the-street-ish neighbor be? I always worried when there was a turnover. I wanted to keep Wren safe, and not everyone was as harmless as Larry and Patty.

Something beeped, and Johnny pulled his phone from his pocket to look at the screen. "I've got to run, but I'll catch you later." He waved and jumped on the motorcycle. He was going to be late for his weekly meeting with the police chief. Someone needed to tell that boy he was a terrible undercover cop. His face was too honest.

Tony snapped a picture of him driving toward the sun on his motorcycle. It would be a great picture. Johnny would definitely get a bill later.

"Hey, Eldon, who bought Larry's house?" I looked at the abandoned single-wide which sat diagonally across the street from my trailer. Usually, the trailers would sit empty for a while before someone bought them and moved in. This would have been the quickest turn around I'd ever seen. It made me curious about who would be my new neighbor. 

Hopefully, they wouldn't mind me standing in their driveway for some of my photoshoots. It was a great angle to capture the entire trailer and outdoor sitting area I'd created. I had to keep my pictures updated, especially with seasonal decor.

Eldon stood up and tossed the wrench into an old metal coffee can. "I ain't met the feller yet."

"Fellow," I whispered to myself. 

"What's that?"

"I said—“ An engine revving interrupted me. I turned around to see a Jeep driving down the narrow street. It was my Jeep.

Except it wasn't.

It was a Jeep identical to my Jeep, and it pulled into the driveway of the empty single-wide.

"No!" I gasped when I saw who the driver was. 

Nate Mercier.

He couldn’t possibly have bought the single-wide. I wouldn’t let him.

“Oh yeah, that’s the feller with the cash. My new neighbor.” Eldon nodded to Nate.

"Louis Nathaniel Mercier!" I called when he stepped out of the Jeep. He hated it when I called him by his full name. "What are you doing here?"

“You know that guy?” Tony asked. I ignored him.

I thought I had cleared it up with Nate. I'd hoped that I'd been mean enough that he wouldn't want anything to do with me. I needed to burn that bridge—possibly blow it up. I needed Gabe the Gunrunner.

“Oh, I see. Did he steal your Jeep for you too?” Tony kept going.

“For the last time, I bought that Jeep. I didn’t steal it,” I ground out.

Why would Nate come back? For my sanity, I couldn’t be around him. It would be best for him to not be around me.

At the same time, I missed him. I missed Nola. I wanted to be with him again. I wanted to be back with the Mercier family—the closest thing I had to a family of my own. 

But I couldn't. I’d made my choice to leave them before they could leave me. There were too many complications.

I didn’t want him coming here and reminding me of what I’d given up.

Shaking my head, I was tired of the back-and-forth battle in my head. I had to do what was necessary.

I stepped toward the single-wide. He would not live here. I wouldn't let him just waltz back into my life like this. 

I would go in there and drag him out. Whether it was figurative or literal, I wasn't sure yet—that depended on him.

I didn't even knock when I reached the narrow porch in front of the single-wide. I opened the door and walked in. 

Nate was setting a box down on the kitchen counter. The single-wide had seen better days, but it wasn't the worst in the park. 

No one had been cooking up anything illegal inside—at least not in the last couple of years. And now, Nate would make this his home unless I did something about it. 

"You are not staying here." 

He glanced up with a small smile on his face, as if he’d known I would come. "I'm not?" 

"No, you are not," I replied firmly. I marched into the kitchen, grabbed the box off the counter that he had set there, and walked back outside. I set it down on the small porch and then walked back inside, planted my hands on my hips, and glared at him. 

I took a deep breath, determined to not lose my temper at him. He assumed I’d outgrown my rash temper; he was wrong. I was barely containing it. “Were you not listening yesterday when I told you you were not welcome here?" 

He started whistling a tune as he walked past me, his shoulder brushing against mine as he opened the door. When had his shoulders become so sculpted? He grabbed the box off the porch and carried it back into the kitchen to set it on the counter again. 

"No!" I exclaimed. He glanced over his shoulder at me, raised his eyebrows, and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a knife and slowly flipped it open. 

I watched in horror as he used it to cut open the box. He whistled a tune and dragged the knife against the tape.

Who did a ceremonial opening of the first box in a new house? He exaggerated his motions and accentuated it with the song he was whistling. 

"Home sweet home,” he said as he pulled out several frames and leaned them against the wall. 

"No," I whispered. 

"Right. They'd be much better on that wall over there." He picked up a frame in one hand while he grabbed a hammer and nails with the other. “Now, do we want this one to be the centerpiece, or should we make a collage?”

“You need to put that back in the box,” I exclaimed. “You are not living here. Don’t you have a life?”

“Well, you said you had your own life here,” he replied. Then he grinned. “What's enough of a life for you is enough for me!" 

"I wish you had a life," I retorted. "You need to get out of here." 

"I don't think so. I own this house and a nice house it is." He tapped his fist against the counter and a piece of laminate countertop chipped off and fell to the floor with a soft click. He cleared his throat, and I did my best to not laugh. He marched past me into the living room and held up the frame. “Picture it right here! I think it’s the perfect spot,” he said. He stuck a nail in his mouth and readied the hammer, all while juggling the frame.

This was it. This was him putting down roots. It was like a homesteader driving a stake. He couldn’t. If he stayed, I would become too attached—again—and then he would leave me, just like everyone else did. I preferred to be the one in charge. I controlled who was in my life now. I couldn’t afford to be hurt—not when I needed to look after Wren.

"Put it down!" I stomped across the empty living room. It took me three steps in such a small space. Wrapping my hand around his wrist, I pushed the hammer back down. Next, I gently took the nail from between his lips. The tips of my fingers brushed against them. I jerked my fingers back and set the nail down on the windowsill with a slam. 

The thin trim below the window fell to the ground with a crash.

Nate sighed loudly. "This is why having guests is such a pain. They always break things. They never take care of your home the way you would."

He leaned the picture frame against the wall. I glanced at it. It was a picture of him wearing a suit and posing like a James Bond character. I wished it surprised me. I wished I could take my eyes off of it. Nate was all grown up. Why couldn’t I think of him as a little boy anymore? He was much younger than me—at least six months. I was practically old enough to be his mother. I should not be admiring how he looked in a suit. Or remember the ease with which he picked me up the day before.

I shook my head to derail that train of thought and bent down to pick up the nail before one of us stepped on it. "You need to leave now. You'll ruin everything."

He pointed at the broken windowsill and raised his eyebrows. "Looks like you're the one ruining everything around here."

I grunted in frustration as he picked up the hammer, pried the nail from my fingers with ease, and nailed it into the wall. Next, he bent down, picking up the frame and hanging it on the wall.

He took a step backward and tripped—he really should have looked where he was going. It wasn't my fault that I needed to stretch my leg right as he moved.

A large hand latched onto my shoulder as he steadied himself. "A little petty, even for you, Riley."

I didn't dignify him with a response. "Your hand is still on my shoulder."

Instead of removing it, he brought his second hand to my other shoulder then gently squeezed. He worked his hands up and down my arms, squeezing and patting them.

"What are you doing?" Inwardly, I stomped my foot to accentuate the question. I didn’t dare do something so immature outwardly—he’d never let me live it down.

"Hmm, you're smaller than I remembered."

I windmilled my arms to fling his hands off me. Of course I was smaller than he remembered. I'd started running in college and finally leaned up. It meant I had to run regularly to maintain it, unfortunately.

"Are you going to comment on my weight now?"

"Yeah. You're too thin." He shrugged and turned around and walked out the front door. I hurried after him.

"I am not too thin! And I hope you remember that when you leave!"

Instead of climbing into his driver's seat to leave, he grabbed a box out of the back of his Jeep and carried it inside the house. I trailed behind him again, attempting to latch onto his elbow. If he wouldn't listen to my words, I'd have to use physical force. I didn't grow up in a trailer park for nothing. 

I missed his elbow, but I got a hold of his soft T-shirt as he walked into the kitchen. "Turn around and take that back out there. I'm not allowing you to stay!"

Nate put the box on the counter. He set four coffee mugs in the cupboard as I made ineffectual tugs on his shirt. 

"I swear, Nate, I will drag you out of here if I have to," I ground out.

I spotted the dimple on the side of his cheek as he grinned.

That was it. This was no longer about keeping my world safe; it was about not letting Nate win. 

"Here, let's hang this one up next." He pulled another frame out of the first box. It was a picture of Nola, Nate, and me when we were in high school. I still had my baby cheeks, and Nate had both Nola and me in a headlock while we laughed hysterically. To say it was an unflattering picture would have been an understatement. 

"No!" I gasped. 

His second dimple appeared as his grin widened. He marched into the living room with determination. "Yes."

I followed him and wrapped both my hands around his arm before he could reach the hammer.

My hands couldn't even meet around his bicep. When had string-bean Nate thickened up like this? It wasn't right! I used to boss him around. I used to physically shove him out of Nola's room when he kept sneaking in to play pranks on us on sleepover nights.

Right now, I felt like I was wrapping my hands around a tree trunk.

For all my pushing and pulling, I only moved him a couple inches to the left.

"Oh, you're so right," he said. "It would look much better over there. That way, it will be the centerpiece of the living room."

I abandoned my pulling method and attempted pushing. It brought him closer to the wall.

He pulled another nail from his pocket while I did my best to pry the hammer out of his hand.

"You know, Riley, you're so helpful. I think you're exactly right. I should hang it a little higher." With that, he lifted the hammer with the arm I was wrapped around and hammered the nail into the wall.

Realizing that all of my weight wasn’t enough to stop him, I let go of his arm. I would have to change my tactic. Maybe his balance wasn't as good as it used to be.

Nate bent down to lay the hammer on the ground. I slammed against his side, wrapping my arms around his waist as I shoved him toward the front door. I moved him a foot before he regained his footing. If someone were to walk by, they would assume I was hugging a long-lost friend, not trying to throw him from the single-wide.

He stood up and looked at me. "It's like having a puppy around here, begging for attention."

He patted the top of my head as I tried to shove him while simultaneously reaching for the doorknob. "I told you I'd make you leave."

I leaned against him, planting my hands on his abs. I couldn't tell if he was flexing, because I was so busy straining myself, but I did take a moment to appreciate his stomach muscles. The ridges were there, even through the T-shirt material.

I feathered my fingers lightly against him, appreciating the muscles for a moment.

He flinched and took a step back.

And then I remembered exactly how I'd kicked him out of Nola's room all those years earlier.

Nate's eyes widened as I lunged for him again. 

"You're making me have to fight dirty!" I told him.

I tickled him mercilessly as I backed him toward the door. His shouts of laughter echoed throughout the empty single-wide. I got the door open and backed him onto the small porch before he caught both my wrists and tugged me forward. I shrieked as I went tumbling toward the steps. 

This was how I would go—killed on a pair of steps.

I never made it. Nate wrapped an arm around my waist from behind then lifted me up against his hip—sleeping-bag style. He spun around and carried me down the steps. It left me facing his single-wide as he carried me across the street toward my trailer.

Elise and Sam stood on their covered porch, watching with interest as Nate carried me across the street.

"I'm going to kill you for this," I gritted out.

Nate chuckled as he lifted me higher against his side.

"Riley!" someone called. It was Tony. "Are you all right?"

"Yes, Tony, I'm all right," I replied with a heavy sigh. I kicked my feet, trying to break free of Nate's hold. We were definitely not on an even playing field anymore. He was much stronger now.

He set me down next to my trailer steps, but he planted a hand on the base of my neck as he opened the door. He guided me up the steps and inside. He pushed me down to sit on the futon.

"You seem a little grumpy today. Why don't you just rest for a while and then you can come over and play later?" He patted the top of my head then bent down to pick up my legs and swing them around to lay me on the couch.

Seething, I imagined all the ways I'd like to cause him bodily harm. Unsurprisingly, it helped calm me down.

"Nate, you don't belong in a trailer park. You're not one of us."

He straightened and slowly perused the trailer I'd carefully decorated. It could easily be featured in a magazine. It had been featured on many blogs. It was also the prime piece featured on my Instagram besides me.

"I think with a little time and tender loving care, my charming single-wide could be as homey as this."

"No, it won't." My inner twelve-year-old refused to be silent. She was a pesky little brat. "Don't you have a job?"

He tugged on his earlobe as he slowly turned back to look at me. "It's like you said. I have money and could live anywhere." He threw his arms out to the side. "I choose here. Well, not here, here. But that nice little home across the street."

"Nate, you don't know what you are getting into," I told him seriously.

He grinned, his dimples popping in on his cheeks. "I know, isn't it great?”
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Chapter Four

Nate
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Turned out, mobile homes were like living in a tent. There was absolutely no cushion between you and your lawn-mowing neighbors who decided they needed to work on their lawn mowers in the middle of the night. 

Then, there was the guy whose motorcycle kept backfiring as he drove down the street. No, there was nothing between me and the loud noises of the trailer park. But because I didn’t want to give Riley the satisfaction of having told me so, I quickly shaved, dressed, and crossed the street first thing in the morning.

The vintage trailer Riley was living in was picturesque. There was a wicker couch along with old lawn chairs that looked like they had been redone. There was an outdoor rug and a large umbrella. Several potted plants sat around the area. 

There wasn’t a yard, merely a gravel patch, but somehow, it still felt inviting. I glanced around the neighborhood. Most of the trailers didn’t have a yard. A few of the houses had tall fences that could have potentially hidden a yard, but it still made me wonder why there had been so much lawn mowing last night.

Since I didn’t get to sleep last night, I decided I would wake Riley up this morning. The Riley I knew loved to sleep in. It was her kryptonite. She was atomic before nine in the morning. High school had nearly killed her. The time I woke her up at four in the morning to take her fishing with me, I was convinced she would kill me on the spot.

It seemed like a fitting justice, after the way she acted yesterday, that I would wake her up at seven.

Payback was rich.

I knocked on the door. 

A neighboring single-wide shook when someone slammed the door. The man stomped down his steps, yelling at the top of his lungs to his wife, who was presumably inside. She screeched something unintelligible back to him. The man glanced at me, but seeing me didn’t stop him from continuing their fight.

I knocked on Riley’s door again. These people were crazy. The only reason I would ever live in a trailer park would be for Riley. She wasn’t wrong when she told me, the day before, that I didn’t belong. I didn’t belong. 

But the first day, when she told me, “I don’t want you in my life,” I’d seen the tears in her eyes. It made me realize how much she needed someone. Yesterday, when I saw that old spark of temper appear when she tried to make me leave, I knew I couldn’t leave her. That she even bothered to give me the time of day showed that she cared.

I loved that she thought she could muscle me out of the house, that she thought she could move me if I didn’t feel like moving. I’d seen her size me up as though she were a three-hundred-pound body builder. She was still as scrappy as ever.

Crazy girl.

“Come in!” a voice called in response to my knock. 

Maybe she’d finally come to her senses and decided to not fight me on living here.

I highly doubted it, though. Knowing Riley as well as I did, I had been shocked to wake up and discover that my single-wide was still in the park. I would have expected Riley to back up a truck and hook up to the hitch before hauling the thing away.

Of course, her telling me to come in could be a trap... I grinned as I opened the door slowly.

My eyes blinked as I tried to adjust to the inside lighting.

I laughed at the sight in front of me. It was a trick of Riley’s.

It had to be. 

There was another young woman sitting there. She looked to be around college age—that would make sense if she was a friend of Riley’s.

“Hey there, I was looking for Riley.” 

The girl nodded. “She’s out for a run right now, but she’ll be back later.”

“Okay.” I turned to go, not wanting to interrupt a stranger’s morning.

“Are you here to ask her out?”

I glanced down at my watch. It was seven o’clock in the morning. Of course I wasn’t there to ask her out. I spun around and stepped through the door to stand on the threshold. “Do people ask her out all the time?”

The girl shrugged and rolled her eyes, making her look younger than I’d originally thought. “You’ve seen Riley. I bet you could answer that yourself.”

I nodded slowly. Riley was beautiful. 

“If you’re waiting for Riley, you might as well make yourself some coffee.”

I nodded slowly, not sure what to say, then turned around to find the coffee pot. At least that hadn’t changed since I had known Riley. There was still warm coffee ready.

“Are you her roommate?” I asked as I poured myself some coffee into a mug I’d pulled from the hook on the wall. It seemed a little odd that the girl hadn’t asked who I was—or why I’d barged into their trailer. Who knew, maybe this was typical trailer park behavior. I was probably fitting in already. Riley was worried about nothing.

“I’m Wren,” the girl said as she walked past me and set her bowl in the sink. She was tall—as tall as Nola. But standing closer, her youth was obvious. “I’m Riley’s sister.”

I coughed, trying to stop myself from choking on the hot coffee. “Little sister?”

She smiled, the first one I’d seen from her. “Yes. I’m her little, taller sister.”

Old conversations with Riley flew through my mind. She’d talked about her half-sister who’d been much younger than her. She’d visited her occasionally but had never lived in the same house with her. “How old are you? You’re as tall as my sister, Nola.”

“I’m fifteen.”

I did some quick math in my head. Riley was nine years older than her. That meant that Wren had been born the year after Riley had been taken into custody by DHS.

“I know who you are,” Wren went on.

“You do?” I asked.

She pointed to the picture I’d noticed a couple days before—the picture of Nola, Riley, and me. I guessed she would know me then. Although, I looked like I’d lifted nothing heavier than a piece of paper in that picture.

“Hmm, yeah. I don’t think that’s me.” I looked at the skinny kid with his arms around Nola’s and Riley’s shoulders. “Couldn’t possibly be me.”

She pulled something from around her wrist and tied her hair up on the top of her head. It made her look her age—finally. “Pretty sure that’s you. So. Why are you here?”

“I like to show up in strangers’ trailers and drink coffee with them.”

Wren sat down at the table again and picked up her phone. “I heard my sister was yelling and screaming at you in your house yesterday. Sorry about that.”

“Word travels fast.”

“Sure. You’re about to find out how fast it can travel living here. Hey, don’t take anything personal that Riley says to you. She talks about you all the time. She just doesn’t know how to fit our two worlds together. But if you tell her I told you that, I’ll go to my grave saying it isn’t true.” She nodded toward the door behind me. 

It was the only warning I had.

The door swung open, and Riley stepped in, breathing heavily with bright-red cheeks. A baseball cap was pulled low over her eyes. She didn’t realize I was there.

She flipped her hat off, letting it fall to the floor, and began fanning the bottom of her shirt. Wren snickered and commented, “Looking good, sis.”

“Ha, be quiet, you. You didn’t even—“ She cut herself off when her eyes landed on me. With a jerk, she yanked her shirt down to cover the hint of skin she’d exposed. Her red cheeks had turned ghostly white. “What are you doing here?”

“Just drinking coffee with your sister.” I took an exaggerated drink without breaking eye contact with her.

“Wren, don’t you have somewhere to be?” she asked icily as she swiped at the sweat on her neck.

“Not that I can think of,” Wren said with a smile.

I liked that girl. Mom would eat her up if she got her hands on her. I’d have to introduce them.

“I thought you were going to the lake with Macy today.”

Wren leaned back in her seat. “This seems a lot more interesting.”

Riley turned the full force of her glare on Wren. Wren stood up and grabbed her phone. “Sheesh, not even eighteen and getting kicked out of the house.”

“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” Riley said with a small smile.

Her comment brought me back to all the times in high school and middle school when she would kick me out of the room her and Nola were in. 

She said the same thing every time she threw me out.

Since my sister, Nola, was only eleven months older than me, it had been my life goal to annoy her and Riley as much as possible. Somewhere along the way, I developed a crush on Riley. I’m not sure I even knew when. It had steadily grown on me until I recognized exactly what I felt for her. 

But no matter how much I liked her in high school, I couldn’t seem to stop annoying her, and in return, she’d dished it back to me. Seeing her tease her sister in the same manner made me nostalgic for those years we’d spent together.

It was good to be back around her, but I couldn’t help but wonder how much the years had changed her, and why she’d ran.

“What are you doing here?” she asked when Wren’s footsteps had quieted from walking away from the trailer. Riley slapped her baseball cap down on the small counter next to the white sink. I still couldn't believe they lived in such a small space. I couldn't figure out where they even kept their clothes, much less their shoes or any kitchen supplies.

The trailer was spotless. Riley used to be one of the messiest people I knew—rivaled only by my sister. I guessed she’d developed some new habits since I’d last seen her.

“So, you’re raising your sister.”

Riley sighed and brushed past me to pour herself a glass of water from the sink. Even sweaty, she still smelled good. “Yes. So you found it out. My sister’s living with me.”

“You’re raising her.”

“No, I’m not.” She drank the water in one big gulp. “She’s already raised herself. I’m only here to help guide her in her life choices.”

I shook my head. Riley carried a heavy burden of responsibility on her shoulders all the time. 

No matter what she was dealing with, she thought she could fix it. 

If only she worked harder, it would be better. 

She and Nola shared an aching responsibility to humankind. It was probably why they were such good friends. The biggest difference was Riley was more no-nonsense about it. 

Nola liked to lament and talk about a problem; Riley made a to-do list on how to fix it, then she completed her task list.

I sat down in the white chair next to the small dining room table. It didn’t look any worse for wear from its crash to the ground.

“Did your mom have Wren until you became her guardian?”

Riley nodded. She never spoke about her mom. It was a closed subject. She spent most of her life with Sharon and Rob, a couple who ran a group foster home and were good to the kids that lived with them. In my opinion, it was the best thing that could have happened for Riley—getting permanently removed from her mother’s custody at eight years old. I hadn’t considered what would happen if her mother had another child. “Wren’s situation was bad?”

Riley looked at me with wide eyes. Nodding, she poured herself another glass of water then sat down across from me. “It was bad. I hadn’t realized... Mom was doing better those first few years with Wren. I think losing me was a wake-up call for her. She stayed clean for a while, then things got worse. She started dating a guy when Wren was ten. It started her down a bad spiral again. She even started dealing.”

She formed a fist and rested it against her lips, as though she were trying to force the words to stay in.

Her mom had been doing better but never tried to get her oldest daughter back. I knew that feeling of rejection would haunt Riley the rest of her life. Some people were messed up beyond belief to completely ignore their own daughter.

I reached across the table and grasped her other hand. To my surprise, she didn’t slap me away. Instead, she flipped her hand over and grasped mine in return.

“Mom’s in prison now for possession and dealing. That left Wren without a guardian.”

I nodded. “That’s where you stepped in. That must have been hard.”

“You know, I think what was the hardest is feeling like I misread a situation. I thought Mom was doing better. She really tried for Wren. Kept going to rehab. Going to meetings. She was clean for a lot of years.”

Riley shook her head as she traced the grain of the table. “She’s serving ten years right now. I wish I had realized Wren needed me sooner. I didn’t visit her very much.”

“You’re here for her now.”

Riley smiled at that. “That’s very sweet of you, but that’s the end of story time. Now you see why I can’t go back to the life I had before. I have responsibilities now.”

No, I didn’t see. I didn’t understand why becoming the guardian of her sister would cause her to run away from everyone who loved her and cared for her.

“Whoa. Hold up. Quick recap for the slow learner here. Your mom’s in prison. You gained guardianship of Wren, and you’re living in a trailer park.”

She leaned back, bracing herself for a fight. I massaged gentle circles around her wrist until she relaxed.

I wanted to question her why she didn’t stay close to us. Instead, I asked, “How are you doing?”

Her mouth opened and closed slowly. Something that looked suspiciously like moisture gathered in her eyes.

We sat in silence for a few moments while I gently rubbed the hand I held. I didn’t know what possessed me to grab it other than I couldn’t stop myself. I’d never held Riley’s hand before—not unless it was to pull her into the pool unwillingly.

It was a nice hand. Lean, strong fingers. A firm grasp. Soft skin. Painted nails. Holding it felt natural. It also made my heart beat embarrassingly fast. 

I cleared my throat, deciding to save us from the silence and my obsession with her hand. “You look tired.”

“I just went for a run; of course I look tired.” She held her leg out to the side and showcased her tennis shoe. 

“Hmm, that’s not what I meant, but I’ll let it slide.”

She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at me. “Please tell me you’re not going to live in that single-wide. Tell me this is a joke and that you’re here today to say goodbye.”

“This is all a joke, and I’m here to say goodbye.”

“Oh, thank goodness.” She visibly relaxed.

“Just kidding.”

She sighed and jerked her hand out of my grasp. “You’re so annoying.”

“I know. But you’ll have to tell that to someone who cares. Now, do you know of any contractors that work on single-wides?” I asked as I folded my hands behind my head and relaxed in the chair.

She slapped her palm down on the tabletop. “Nate. You’re not trailer-park material. You cried when Nola and I made you sleep in the backyard in a tent by yourself.”

I frowned. “Those were extenuating circumstances!” 

“You were seventeen!” she exclaimed. Her frustrated, wide-eyed look had always been one of my favorites.

“How about we stop with the personal attacks, all right?”

She smacked a palm against her forehead as she continued, “You don’t even eat with plastic silverware.”

“That’s because it’s cheap and adds to landfills.”

“You’re living on a landfill.”

“What?”

She grinned, any traces of melancholy long gone. “You better believe it. This wonderful trailerhood, where you’ve purchased a home, is built on one of the finest, dirtiest landfills.”

“Doesn’t bother me.” That was a lie. It bothered me. There were probably dead bodies in that landfill.

“Why do you want to stay so bad?”

My cheek twitched while I tried to think of a reply. “Call it morbid curiosity to find out more about you, Wren, and this charming little trailer park.”

Riley snorted then began drumming her fingers against the tabletop.

I rested my hand on top of hers again, this time to stop the incessant tapping.

“Fine,” she said as she tilted her chin up. “If you want to learn how the other side lives, I’ll be glad to show you the neighborhood. But you have to promise to only do what I tell you to. They don’t like outsiders. Deal?”

She extended her hand, and I slowly reached forward to shake it. 

“Deal.”

The gleam in her eye didn’t bode well for me.
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Nate was confusing me. 

Having him near... It was different than high school. He wasn’t a kid anymore, and neither was I.

He was upset I’d walked away. Yet he kept my secret, even without knowing the entire truth. He hadn’t told Nola yet, even though he was close with her. 

I’d never been at home in the Mercier’s world. Sebastian and June Mercier, Nate’s parents, were as kind as two people could be, and I had nearly lived with them all summer long.

But I’d been born and raised in a trailer park. Even though Sharon and Rob had provided a safe home for me during middle school and high school in the foster group home, they couldn’t help me when I phased out of the system. I had to rely on myself. 

When the court gave me custody of my little sister, that had been up to me.

Staying in the trailer park might seem crazy to Nate, but it was a world that I understood and could navigate. 

No matter that, Wren and I were doing fine here. Not to mention, if Frank, Wren’s biological dad, saw us living in a fancy apartment or a cottage in a nicer part of town, he would probably want to be roommates.

Bless that man’s nonexistent heart, he could sniff out a penny across a continent. Frank didn’t like to work for a living. He liked to “find” money in unique, absurd, and often embarrassing ways.

I’d once seen him empty the ketchup container in a restaurant so that he wouldn’t have to buy ketchup at the grocery store.

He routinely stopped by the park to say hi to Wren and grab anything he could take. We did our best to keep him out of the trailer. We never knew what would go missing when he showed up. His birthday present to Wren was a purse his ex-girlfriend had thrown away. 

The rest of the trailer park had been exposed to him, too, but everyone tolerated him for our sakes. I could barely stand the man, but he was Wren’s father, and he made an effort to say hello to her and check up on her every once in a while. 

Even though I was Wren’s legal guardian, I knew how much having a parent take an interest in your life could change things.

I would have been hard-pressed to find anywhere where we would fit in as well as we did in the Burnside trailer park. It was what I knew. The trailer park neighbors had helped take care of us, providing a support system I was familiar with.

I’d rather Nate went back to his life—quietly. Leave us alone in our comfortable existence.

Unfortunately, Nate wasn’t one to handle anything quietly, which was why it concerned me that he was here.

He’d made a big enough splash in the trailer park when he’d paid Larry and Patty a large sum of money for a run-down single-wide. Wren had heard about the entire story within the five minutes she’d been home that night. Sam and Elise were happy to share their side of the story. Their side of the story involved a view through binocular lenses. 

I wasn’t about to admit to trying to physically throw him out of his house. But really, I had been trying to save him from himself.

Only an idiot would pay them ten-thousand dollars cash for that trashy trailer. Didn’t he know he could have paid a fifth for that? But no, he had to come in, throwing money around, acting as though he were God’s gift to the world and was here to save me—even if it was from myself. 

Well, I didn’t need a hero. I was the hero in my story. It was the way it had to be. Heroes were for fairy tales.

Getting rid of him wouldn’t be easy. It would have to be his own idea. He didn’t like to be told what to do. 

What I needed to do was give him the welcome he so richly deserved. 

I would be his sensei. His mentor. His yogi. I would guide him and direct him in all things trailer park related.

In other words, I was going to haze him.

I walked outside and marched across the street. The best time to start a project was right now. I was a firm believer in the philosophy of Don’t put off for tomorrow what you could do today. 

Welcome to Trailerhood Initiation, Nate.

I leapt up the wooden steps and knocked loudly on the door to Nate’s single-wide. 

The door opened a crack, and I saw a messy, brown-haired Nate peeking out from behind the door.

“You look terrible,” I told him cheerily since I was in such a great mood. Wren had already broken up with Mason, the boy that I didn’t like. I wasn’t opposed to my sister dating, but I wanted the best for her.

“Get in here,” he barked as he opened the door wide enough for me to step through.

I stepped inside and took in the single-wide. There wasn’t any furniture yet, but I made myself at home, anyway. I admired the pictures he—we—hung on the wall before I walked down the short hall that led to a bedroom.

There was an air mattress on the ground and a sleeping bag on top of that. “Oh, I see you have the deluxe adjustable firmness bed.”

He snorted from behind me. “I think you might be enjoying this too much.”

“Well, you are the boy who—“ I turned around to discover him standing directly behind me. His frame filled the doorway. One hand was grasping the door frame, putting his bicep at perfect admiring height. “You’re the boy who—who—er...“

I cleared my throat and finally dragged my eyes up to his face. He was smirking.

“You’re a bed snob,” I finally forced out. “You probably slept terrible on that air mattress. Wouldn’t you be much happier somewhere else?”

He grinned and leaned around me, grabbing his phone from the one windowsill in the room. He didn’t back out of my space. He just stood there, brushing against me as he scrolled on his phone. When he found what he was looking for, he flipped it around to show me. 

My eyes scanned the screen, picking out the words in bold. “Order shipped? You bought a fancy bed for this single-wide?”

“Should be here in two days. You didn’t really think I planned on sleeping on an air mattress forever, did you? Please. I’m not Bear Grylls.”

This was so much worse than I thought. He really was planning to stay. If he was willing to buy a new mattress to make himself at home, he wasn’t looking at this like a short stay. I had to get him out.

“Why don’t you let me introduce you to the neighbors?” My voice cracked when I spoke. 

“That sounds great,” he said, his chest rumbling against my arm.  

I brushed past him with the urgency of a toddler about to wet their pants. Trailerhood Initiation was already backfiring. I had to get out of the small space. I had to get him outside into my territory where I had the upper hand.

“Let’s go!” I called as I practically sprinted out the door.

He followed behind me, pausing to lock the door.

“You really don’t have to bother with that.”

“I always lock my doors.” He scrunched his eyebrows together.

I laughed and shook my head. As if locking a paper-thin door was going to keep anyone out. He was dreaming.

“Riley! Who’s that with you?” 

Excellent timing. The Trailerhood busy bodies, Elise and Sam, were standing on their front deck, watching us suspiciously, even though they knew exactly who he was.

I reached behind me and grabbed Nate’s arm. “Elise, Sam, this is our new neighbor.” 

I shoved him forward. It only worked because he let me. He crossed the street in front of me and stopped at the bottom of their steps. “It’s great to meet you.” He extended his hand, shaking both of theirs in turn. “You have a beautiful deck here.”

He gestured to the small porch made of treated wood that was covered with pots of fake plants. I watched in awe as Elise smiled at him, keeping her cigarette firmly clamped between her teeth. “We’ve put a lot of work into this. Have to water my plants morning and night.”

Nate would soon learn that the reason she watered those plants morning and night was because she wanted to watch everything that went on in the trailer park.

“I can see that. You’ve created quite the oasis here.” He nodded toward a particularly waxy fern. I bit my lip to keep from laughing. I’d missed his dry sense of humor. I was glad he hadn’t lost that. 

“Why don’t you come in and tell us all about yourself?” Elise suggested. “Sam, go get us a cold pop from the cellar.” 

Sam nodded and trotted down the steps toward an old truck bed toolbox. He opened the lid and loaded his arms with drinks.

I turned around just in time to see Nate mouth, “The cellar?” to me over the top of Elise’s head.

“Elise, Nate here isn’t much of a cook. I’m worried that he hasn’t had breakfast yet today...”

“Say no more.” Sam grunted as he walked past. “I made breakfast today.”

This was turning out better than I thought. 

The four of us sat down to breakfast, and I had the overwhelming pleasure of watching them serve Nate a powdered-egg-and-Spam breakfast burrito. My smile grew with every bite he choked down.

It was fifteen minutes of pure joy on my part and sheer agony on his. Elise asked him about a million questions about himself—questions that he deftly turned around on her and got her to talk about her favorite subject: trailer park gossip.

“I hate to run, but I know you both are so busy, and Riley needed to show me around before she takes off on her busy—” He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “So, so, so incredibly busy day.”

“Oh yes,” Elise agreed. “Our Riley is something else. She works all the time. We’re so proud of her and how she has made herself a little star.”

I stood up quickly, determined to cut them off. I didn’t want to answer Nate’s questions about what kind of work I did. He would get a lot of mileage out of my job choice. “Got to go!”

I tugged on Nate’s arm. “Actually, I want to hear more about your star—“

“Maybe later, if you’re a good boy.” I waved goodbye to Sam and Elise, dragging Nate out of the trailer after me. 

“Friendly people.”

I side-eyed him as I marched us past the fake ferns, the plastic flamingos, and back onto the cracked street.

“All full?” I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from grinning.

“I have to admit it’s the first time I’ve had a Spam breakfast burrito with a Coke. It might grow on me.”

“You’re disgusting.” I faked a gag. 

“Maybe you should try it. You seem crankier than I remember. Maybe a change of diet would do you good.” 

He reached over and ruffled my beach waves I’d worked so hard on that morning. (I didn’t want to stop and examine why I’d been so obsessed with my appearance this morning.) Old reflexes kicked in, and I reached over to smack his stomach. “Don’t touch my hair.”

An engine purred quietly behind us, and I tugged Nate to the side of the street so that he wouldn’t become a permanent speed bump in the trailer park. A shiny black SUV with dark-tinted windows drove by.

“Who’s that?”

“We all call him Gunrunner Gabe.”

Nate stopped and turned to face me. “Are you serious?”

“Yes?”

“He’s a gun runner? Why don’t you report him to the police?”

A motorcycle revved and then stopped next to the SUV at the corner. Johnny, who was driving the motorcycle, took off his helmet and started chatting with Gabe.

“Well, it seems pointless to report him to the police when he already knows them so well.”

Nate cleared his throat. “Remember that time you came home high from the dentist? And you made no sense?”

“Yes...” I remembered that instance clearly—or unclearly, as it were. Nate had been surprisingly sweet, delivering me frozen yogurt while I lay on the couch. Sharon and Rob had given me permission to stay over at the Mercier’s house after I’d had my wisdom teeth pulled. I thought Nate had finally matured and was being thoughtful. Turned out that he recorded an entire conversation of me talking about sharks that live in trees, all with a numb mouth. He probably still had that video somewhere.

“You’re making that much sense right now.” He pointed at the car. “What is going on there? Should I be worried about your safety?”

“Not too worried. Gabe’s nice, and he hands out great Christmas baskets every year. Johnny, the man on the motorcycle who just drove by after him, is an undercover cop.” I walked a little faster, hoping I could get around the corner fast enough for him to meet Nascar Jim.

“Kristin lives there with her kids.” I pointed to a house down a side street. The kids were already outside playing basketball in the street.

“Are all those hers?”

“Nobody knows. If we see a kid in the area, we just assume it’s Kristin’s.”

My speed-walk was Nate’s normal walk, and that bothered me. I stamped forward, trying futilely to outpace him. We turned the corner down a little side avenue of the trailer park. And there was Nascar Jim.

In all of his glory.

Nate had spotted him, too. I could tell by the choked sounds coming from his direction. “What the—“

“Hey, Riley!” Jim turned around and waved at us.

Nate squeaked next to me.

Nascar Jim wore his tighty-whities—and nothing else. They were a little threadbare and had a few holes. 

“Why is he naked?” Nate asked me.

“He doesn’t like to get his clothes dirty when he’s gardening,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth.

Nate turned back to look at the man busily watering his plants in the small, raised bed next to his single-wide.

The house was black and had a large number three painted on the side.

“Who’s your friend?” he asked as he squinted at Nate.

I quickly introduced him to Nate who greeted him while busily trying to look anywhere else but at the pasty-white, unclothed man. 

“You know, these little beetles are infesting my tomato plants again. I just don’t know what to do. Here, look.” Nascar Jim turned around and bent over the flower bed, studying his plant leaves closely.

“Dear Lord, I need a hedge of protection,” Nate muttered under his breath. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing as a rather large, white rear end faced us.

Nate held a hand in front of his face, shielding the obscene sight from view.

I leaned around Jim to look at the plants. “That looks like a slug is getting to them, Jim. I’ve got some slug bait back at my place. I’ll bring you some later this afternoon.”

“But I haven’t even seen any slugs!” He stared at his flower bed as if he could conjure up a slug at that moment.

“Try coming out early tomorrow morning.” I knew Jim never rose before nine, which was probably why he never caught those slugs in action.

“See! More proof you can’t trust early risers. They’re all out to get your tomato plants.”

“Well, if you keep after them, you’ll get them. If you don’t want to use bait, you could sprinkle a thick layer of salt around the base of your flower bed. It might deter a few of them.” 

Jim finally stood up, and Nate sighed with relief. “You know I like the more natural remedies when I deal with my plants. Thanks for helping me.”

Nate pointed at the enormous pile of beer cans in front of the trailer and scowled quizzically.

I was glad Jim wasn’t facing him.

“Just let me know if you need anything else!”

“I got the new Territorial Seed company catalog. Want to come in and take a look?”

“I don’t have time right now, Jim. I’ve got to give Nate the tour before he has to leave.”

A large hand reached over and pinched my side lightly. I’d have to get him back for that.

We waved goodbye to Jim then walked down the street.

“I think I’m blinded by the light.”

I snickered, even though I did my best to hold in a laugh.

It felt annoyingly good to be around Nate again. And I wasn’t so sure I wanted to drive him away.

Which was a problem, because we were from two different worlds.
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She was still closed off to me. 

I thought I had finally broken through her walls when she showed up to my trailer and offered to introduce me to her neighbors. But after the “tour,” I was sure of one thing: she was doing her best to get rid of me.

I knew what she was up to. She was trying to scare me away by showing me the “rough” side of trailer-park life. Jim and his threadbare underwear had nearly worked. I still needed to bleach my eyes out. Unfortunately, I hadn’t bought any of that when I did my big shopping trip after kicking Riley out of my trailer the first day I moved in.

I sat in my single-wide on the beanbag couch that FedEx had dropped off on my porch when I’d been walking around the neighborhood. I’d immediately pulled it out of the box and set it up in the living room. It was comfortable as heck. 

After the tour of the trailer park, Riley had hurried off to her trailer, mumbling something about her work and a live. When I tried to ask what she did—even though I had already figured it out—she sprinted off, leaving me standing next to Gabe the Gunrunner’s house. He was one of the double-wide owners. 

I hurried away from there and went back to my new place to get some work done.

It felt great to be away from Portland and my apartment I rented with two other guys. We’d originally rented an apartment together because we all traveled so much it was nice to trade off with whom was home to keep an eye on things. But I ended up spending more and more time there in between jobs. 

This trailer park already suited me better. No loud background noise. No random girlfriends popping in all the time. No one blaring the TV or trying to carry on a conversation with me when, obviously, I didn’t want to talk. It was actually nice to have a space all to myself, even if it was falling down around my ears. 

I glanced up at the warped, cracked ceiling. Yup. It definitely needed work. 

I scrolled through my laptop, editing some photos I had taken from my last trip. Extras that I would probably sell to an indie magazine or somewhere online. I’d already sent my client the photos they needed. He’d only paid me for the photos he wanted to keep, rather than paying me for an exclusive shoot. Now I didn’t have another job lined up for another month.

It had been perfect timing to run into Riley.

As far as I could tell, Riley still thought I was a bum living off my parents’ money. She figured I dropped out of college because I didn’t like the work. Not true. I dropped out of college because I found other work I liked better. Photography was way more fun than business.

What she didn’t know was that I could see through her paltry attempt at photoshopping backgrounds on her social media. I clicked open the tab on my laptop to her Instagram page. Oh yeah, I’d finally put two and two together. It also helped that she had #crazyplantlady stenciled on the wall in her trailer. It made it easy to find her. She had one heck of a following. She’d done well for herself.

Her lifestyle Instagram was eye-catching. She had the perfect combination to draw people in. She was beautiful, unique, smart, and a talented deceiver. She gave them a portion of the story, and it made her followers want more. They asked her questions. Questions that she answered in the comments rather than with another photo.

I grinned as I clicked on a photo of her standing in front of her trailer with a false desert background. #arizonadeserts.

Yeah, that looked more like Idaho to me when I looked closely. But it was enough of a blur that she could get away with it, even with Arizona natives. Several Arizona dwellers had commented on the photo, saying, “I’ve been to this exact same spot!”

As if standing on the same stretch of desert built a greater connection to Riley. 

I couldn’t even blame her followers—not when I had the same urge to connect with her.

I spent the next few hours reviewing her photos and liking every single one, adding annoying comments on some. I wondered if she was as curious about me as I was about her. I wanted to know what she’d been up to since I last saw her. I wondered if she thought the same.

Curiosity killed the cat, they say, and there was a knock on my door that I was pretty sure was the cat.

I glanced at the clock. It was already five o’clock. I’d spent most the afternoon cyber-stalking Riley. I closed my laptop and took my time putting it away. Another knock sounded, shaking the thin front door. I made my way toward it. 

“May I help you?” I asked after I opened it to find Riley standing on the porch, a serene smile on her face. Faker.

“I was just coming over to see if you wanted to come to a neighborhood barbecue.” She smiled reassuringly, as though she had buried the hatchet. I knew better. But I was up for the challenge.

“Hang on while I grab my phone.”

I left the door open and walked into the kitchen to grab my cell phone and car keys. I didn’t mind so much if someone got into the house, but I wanted some kind of warning if they did. I wasn’t ready to lose my new laptop.

“I like what you’ve done with the place!” Riley commented from where she now stood in the center of my living room. She gestured to my beanbag couch. 

“All right, so it’s not home sweet home yet, but it will get there.”

“Oh, I know it will,” she replied patronizingly.

I scowled. “Are we going to the barbecue or not?”

She scurried out of the house, a guilty expression on her face. “I don’t want you to be bored tonight. I’m second-guessing inviting you now. I know you’re used to so many more exciting things, Mr. Drop-Out-of-College-and-Explore-the-World.”

“College was the most boring years of my life.”

She flattened her lips together. “You were there for a term. You don’t do boring.”

I slung my arm around her shoulders and tugged her to my side. “Nothing is boring with you, Ri-bear.”

“I was hoping you would say that,” she laughed.

Something smelled like gas in the air. I wondered what kind of barbecue we were going to. We rounded the corner, and on the empty lot across from Johnny’s, there were about fifty people milling around. But that wasn’t what made me stop. 

“What are they doing?” 

Her innocent face was cracking. Riding lawn mowers sat on a chalked red line in the middle of the street. She looked positively gleeful.

“Oh, they’re having the lawn mower races.”

“Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.”

“So, they just get on the lawn mowers and race to the end?”

“No. They have to make three loops around the trailer park.”

“That sounds like the most boring thing in the world.”

Riley hummed quietly under her breath. 

She turned and crossed the street to where a man in a back brace was topping off his riding mower with gas.

“Are you racing?” I asked the man—Eldon, I think his name was. We were next-door neighbors, and I’d had the great fortune of being woken up by that lawn mower engine, if I wasn’t mistaken. Now I knew why they had all those lawn mowers when they didn’t have big yards.

“Can’t.” Eldon patted the back brace around his middle.

I scowled when the man placed a hand on Riley’s shoulder. “I need you. My back won’t let me sit down.” 

He grimaced.

“Are you sure?” Riley asked.

“I can’t do it. I need someone to drive for me.”

Riley nodded once then turned to look at me with a calculating look in her eye.

“Actually, I think Nate would be the perfect driver for you.”
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She volunteered me for a lawn mower race. Was she crazy?

The man latched onto my arm. “Oh, would you, son? I’ve seen the way you drive that Jeep. I’d feel good having a feller—“

“Fellow,” Riley muttered under her breath.

The man continued, “Like you driving. I know we’d stand a chance. Riley drives like a grandma.”

I looked at Riley in surprise. She drove like a grandma? That was news to me. I’d had many a prayer service when I rode with her during high school.

The pleading look in the man’s eyes finally got to me. I mean, what could it hurt to drive in a lawn mower race? What was the worst that could happen?

“Sure, I’ll do it.”

“You’re such a good feller,” he repeated.

“Fellowwww,” Riley groaned.

Eldon frowned as he studied my face. “You sure?”

“I’m positive.” 

Riley practically levitated with glee at my response. 

“Well, if you’re certain... I’ll go get him my racing helmet.” Eldon ran off to a stack of boxes lined up behind the barbecues.

I leaned down close to Riley’s ear. “I don’t like the look in your eye. You’re planning something.”

She held her hands up and shook her head. “What could I possibly be planning?”

“Hmm, I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out.”

Riley drew me closer to the group of people gathered along the edge of the street. Sure enough, there was a barbecue happening. Hot dogs flew around like butterflies. Well, not quite, but Nascar Jim was a barbecuing fiend. He must have been a short-order cook in his other life.

“Riley!” a voice called.

Eldon came hurrying over with a pink bike helmet. “It’s my granddaughter’s, but it’ll have to do.”

He plopped it on my head, and I grimaced, thinking of the probability of lice.

He snapped the buckle under my chin.

“You look fantastic,” Riley said gleefully.

A catcall caught my attention, and I turned to see Wren standing next to a younger couple, grinning at me and gesturing to the helmet.

“What’s your name?” Eldon asked as he shook my hand with gusto.

“Nate.” I guessed I hadn’t been formally introduced to him yet.

“Well, Nate. Thanks for doing this for me. I’m Eldon. I’ll run and get her fired up for you.” He turned and sprinted toward the line of mowers. Rather spry for a man with a sprained back.

A motor revved behind me, but when I turned to look, Riley grabbed both my arms. Her strong grasp on my forearms surprised me. 

I watched as she visibly swallowed. “I just wanted to say—“

She cleared her throat and tried again. “I wanted to tell you good luck. And thank you for not making fun of Eldon for this.”

“Do you think that lowly of me?”

She raised her eyebrows.

Apparently, she did. “Riley, I’m not thirteen anymore, and Eldon isn’t a cute girl I’m trying to impress.”

Another engine revved. This one was louder than any lawn mower I’d heard before. I turned to look, but Riley planted a hand on my cheek and patted it gently. “You’re so sweet to call me cute. And of course you’ve changed. But most adults don’t understand trailer-park life and the things we do to entertain ourselves. Welcome to the concrete jungle.”

I had difficulty swallowing; I could smell her perfume on her wrist. I’d never been good at identifying smells, but whatever it was smelled great.

“If you want to win this lawn mower race, you’ll have to listen to me.” She cleared her throat and straightened her shoulders. “Now, you know how slow lawn mowers are, right?”

I rolled my eyes exaggeratedly. “I’ve mowed lawns before. What kind of idiot do you take me for?”

“An honest answer?”

“No, it was a rhetorical question.”

She smiled, pleased with her little retort.

“Weren’t you going to give me some advice on how to win this race? Because you know what people are who don’t win—losers.”

“That was very original. I’m so impressed.” She rolled her eyes and sighed. “All right. Since it’s three laps around, you have to start strong. A poor start can ruin the rest of the race. When you get on that mower, you’re going to hold your foot up above the gas. When the whistle blows, you’ll stomp on it as hard as you can. Do you understand? It’s an all-or-nothing race. Stomp on that gas when the whistle blows. It’s the only way you’ll win!”

Shaking my head at her ignorance, I tried to explain, “I’ll flood the engine, and it will stall out. I’m not doing that.”

Two surprisingly strong fists grasped my collar and tugged me down to her level. “Eldon made a few...modifications. It can handle it. I’m not sure I’ll speak to you again if you lose.”

“Wow. You really are part of this trailer park. You’ve gone in all the way.” I nodded. Her eyes widened, and she started to pull back. “But you know I hate to lose as well. I’ll do it.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “Great! You know I like to win.”

I nodded. I did know. She almost got into a fistfight with my dad at family game night because she was convinced he was cheating at Monopoly. Turned out, he was. She had been fourteen at the time. My mom and I placed money on Riley to win that hypothetical fight.

All throughout high school, she had never been the cool girl sitting on the bleachers, cheering her boyfriend on during a pickup game of basketball. Riley was in the middle of the game, competing. She wasn’t afraid of sweat, hard work, or pain. She’d even told everyone on her soccer team that if they didn’t make the other team bleed, they weren’t playing hard enough.

So, yes, I was well-versed in the level of competitiveness that Riley had. She needed to win. I wondered if it was the years of disadvantage she’d had, or if it was an innate part of her personality.

Her face shone bright with excitement. Because I had the perfect excuse to do so—ahem, competitive solidarity—I placed my hands on each side of her face, pressed my helmet-clad forehead against hers, and said in a gravelly, serious voice, “Don’t worry. I’ll use everything in me to win.”

Then I turned and walked away as if I’d just promised to lay down my life for my country.

I thought for a moment that I heard her snicker behind me, but I doubted it. She was too focused on winning to laugh right now.

I made my way over to Eldon where he stood next to his lawn mower, stoically straight. He’d parked the lawn mower on the starting line for me, though I wondered if he should have even done that. His stiff movements made me hurt for him. 

“Can I trust you with this machine?” Eldon asked as he watched me suspiciously. I sat down slowly. 

“I’ll treat it as carefully as I would my Jeep.”

“All right. I believe you.” He turned away but not before I saw the moisture in his eyes. 

The loud hum of motors distracted me from Eldon’s cry-fest.

There were four other contestants. I was the only one wearing a helmet...

“On your mark, get set, go!” A loud bang sounded—probably a gun supplied by Gunrunner Gabe. So much for the whistle.

I did exactly what I promised Riley. I stomped on that gas pedal like it was an angry tarantula trying to eat me.

Only...things didn’t go exactly like I thought. 

The engine didn’t flood.

The mower didn’t slowly lurch forward.

There was no need to rock back and forth to build up momentum.

Nope. None of that. 

The mower shot forward like a rocket. My body slammed back against the seat, my head snapping backwards with such force that I felt the burn all the way down my spine.

Someone screamed at me, and I finally leaned forward enough to see that I was about to miss my first turn.

I wasn’t on a lawn mower. I was on a rocket in the early testing phases. 

I tried to turn the corner, but the mower hopped the small line of bricks, causing me to blaze across the smooth river rock in front of Tony’s house. I clung to the steering wheel as I tried to get the mower back on smooth ground. It lurched forward and back as it heaved and climbed over the river rock, sending my teeth clanking together.

By the time I managed to get the mower back onto the flat ground, I wasn’t too far behind everyone. I was only in fourth place—out of five. Riley would disown me if I lost.

I kept my foot on that gas as the mower proceeded forward. We were approaching the second turn, marked by a cardboard sign propped against a fake deer. 

It read: This way, losers.

I watched as the three drivers in front of me hunched over their wheels. I didn’t understand why they needed to hold on so tight when we were on the straightaway. I chuckled. I was gaining on them. 

“Holy...” I swallowed as I watched one after another slam over a speed bump in the middle of the street. This was not going to be good.

I clung to the wheel but kept my foot on the gas. I didn’t have the luxury of slowing down. I was behind. 

The mower made a grinding noise when I hit the speed bump. We leapt together—I was beginning to think this mower was alive—and groaned when we hit the ground. 

But we continued onward, passing another racer who seemed to have a wobbly wheel.

We turned the last corner, passing the crowd of people. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Riley laughing uncontrollably. When I was done racing, I’d have a chance to think about the fact that she’d tricked me. I stomped onto the gas a little more, earning cheers from the gathered crowd. I was gaining on the man in second place. 

This time, I was prepared for the first curve. With just the right timing, I made the turn without crossing over into the rock garden.

I passed the second-place man. I was riding right on the tail of first place—a woman with stringy, gray hair flying in the wind. I took the turn on the inside corner, easing past her. Now all I had to do was survive the speed bump. I’d be in the clear after that.

I braced myself against the wheel, leaning forward slightly. I hit the speed bump.

The grinding noise was louder than last time, and there was a loud clank that followed when all four tires landed on the ground.

The mower chugged. I stomped on the gas. It lurched forward, but the chugging continued. I couldn’t regain my speed. The man passed me first, then the woman. I chugged behind them to the finish line, where I made a solid finish in third place.

I drove the mower next to Eldon and parked it, shutting the engine off.

“I think something dropped out.”

Eldon nodded, a serious look on his face. “I should have bought new bolts. There’s a time and a place for thriftiness, and lawn mower racing isn’t it.”

I climbed off the mower that had nearly killed me. Unbuckling my pink fashion piece, I tossed it onto the seat of the mower.

I bent over, moving my back side to side, trying to stretch out the kink in my lower vertebrae. Now I knew exactly why Eldon had ended up in that back brace. At least when Eldon climbed on his mower, he knew what he was getting into. Unlike me, who had been caught completely by surprise, thanks to someone I knew...

I straightened up, looked around, and narrowed my eyes when they landed on Riley. 

Her eyes widened when she spotted me coming for her. She turned and dodged through the crowd. She paused briefly to try to hide behind Wren, but when she realized that didn’t work, she hurried for the safety of her trailer.

“Excuse me,” I said as I bumped through the crowd of hot dog eaters and children waving sparklers. It wasn’t even close to the 4th yet. 

I spun to the left to avoid plowing into Elise. Evading her made me step backwards—right on top of Gunrunner Gabe’s shoes.

I stared into his cold, black eyes. We were the same height, but he still sent a shiver down my spine. He outweighed me by at least fifty pounds, and it wasn’t soft extra weight. The guy was built.

I smiled as big as I could, mumbled an apology under my breath, and took off after Riley.

With all the loud noises, no one paid attention to the shriek Riley let out when she spotted me sprinting after her.

She ran down the street, straight for her trailer. She leapt up her steps, but when she realized she wouldn’t have time to open the door, she jumped down and ran around the back of the trailer.

I reversed my steps and hurried around to beat her to the other side. I had to leap over a potted shrub that looked suspiciously as though it had been shaped like a cat.

Riley rounded the corner in front of me, looking backwards over her shoulder as she frantically searched for me. 

She ran right into my arms.

Riley shrieked, and I locked my arms together behind her back. “Where do you think you’re going?”

She kicked at my shins ineffectually. “Nate! Let me go!”

“No, I don’t think I will.” I grinned and carried her closer to the trailer, pinning her against the siding. 

“You set me up!” I accused.

She stopped struggling and looked up at me. Her face contorted as she tried to stop laughing. “If only you could have seen your face. It was priceless!”

Loud peals of laughter echoed off the metal siding.

I held her as she shook in my arms. It felt good. Growing up around Riley, being close to her, being a sort of friend to her, I’d never held her.

But in the span of a couple days, I’d held her more than I’d ever imagined. And it felt right—having her close, smelling her soft perfume, letting her flyaway hairs tickle my nose as she laughed about the brilliance of her prank. This was new territory. I only hoped I’d be able to convince her to explore it with me.

“Your eyes were this big!” She gasped as she held up her hands, trying to show me how much of a surprise it had been to me. 

“Trust me, I know–I was there. Now the question is, why would you lie to me like that? Now I know why you grabbed my face. You thought you could distract me from seeing the fast mowers.”

“It worked, didn’t it?”

“It worked. What did you think was going to happen when a beautiful woman stopped in front of me and placed her hands on my arms and then my face?”

“You think I’m beautiful?”

“The most gorgeous girl I’ve ever known.”

She laughed, but it came out as a gasp as she studied my face. She must have realized that I meant the compliment—that there was no punchline coming.

She cleared her throat. “That—that’s—“ 

I watched as the wheels spun in her mind. The confusion was apparent in her eyes.

I decided to cut her some slack. “You know, I’m really excited about the most gorgeous girl I know rubbing my shoulders and back. Thanks to the mower race you tricked me into doing, I have a nice kink in my back. You’re going to help me with it.”

I grabbed her hand and walked around to the front of the trailer. There was a small wicker chair that looked as though it would crack if someone sat on it.

I sat down and tugged her to stand behind me. “You can give me a back rub since you tricked me. It’s only fair. I should have known what you were up to.”

“Yes, you should have,” she said as she rested her hands on my shoulders. “Is this how I’m supposed to repay you?”

“Yes.” I snapped my fingers in the air. “Hurry up, I feel a call to my chiropractor might be needed if you don’t.”

“You’re such a pain in the—“

I pulled my phone from my pocket. It had somehow survived the race. “You can just pay for—“

I didn’t get to finish my sentence because those slender little fingers dug into my shoulder blades, kneading them like they would a lump of dough.

“Ahhh!” I gasped. “Ouch, ouch, ouch.”

Riley laughed from behind me. “Don’t be such a whiner. I’m working out the tight muscles.”

A high-pitched moan escaped from me. She was trying to rip my shoulders off. “Ow. This isn’t helping.”

“It will help; you just have to relax. Take a deep breath.”

I tried to take a deep breath, but halfway into pulling in fresh air, she started poking at my shoulders with renewed fervor.

“No more!” I wheezed.

She laughed and started rubbing my shoulders fast enough to burn the skin. “I just feel so terrible for tricking you onto that lawn mower. I’ll make it all better.”

I stood up abruptly and stepped out of reach of those treacherous hands. “I think it’s all better now, no thanks to you.”

She came around the back of the chair. “Now, I can see how sore your back is. You need to let me help you. You might need help.”

I turned around and jogged toward my house. “I’d love to stay and hang out, but I’d better go home and rest.”

She followed after me, an evil sparkle in her eyes. This was not good. “I’ll help you get comfortable. You might need someone to help stretch your back.”

“Oh, no! I’ve got it just fine!” I assured her as I ran up my steps. She followed right behind me.

Under any other circumstances, I would have been thrilled—ecstatic, even—to have Riley chasing after me. But when it was under threat of a back rub, it was a different thing entirely. I opened the door and slipped inside, hurrying to shut the door.

She managed to get a leg inside. I grabbed her knee and pushed it back outside. “You’re so sweet to want to help me, but I’ve got to run!”

“How are you going to run with a hurt back?”

“With great difficulty, I’m sure!” I planted my hand on her face and gently pushed her out of my house. I shut and locked the door. Barely.

I stretched my shoulder and tried to gently massage them myself. Riley had done more damage than the lawn mower had.

“Should I come check on you in the morning?”

“Are you going to try to rub my back?”

“Not if you don’t want me to.”

“Okay, you can come check on me. I’ll make you my special Spam-and-powdered-egg breakfast burrito! Bring Wren; she won’t want to miss out on that deliciousness.”
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Chapter Eight

Riley
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I didn’t go eat breakfast with Nate the next morning. I didn’t want him thinking I was enjoying his company—even if I was. It was more important than ever that he leave. He was settling in too much. 

I stopped pacing my small bedroom. The two-foot-wide space between the bed and the wall didn’t give me much room to work with. I was practically turning in circles.

He knew. Nate knew what I did. I’m not sure how he figured it out, but last night, while Wren and I watched a BBC movie, I’d checked my notifications. I had a couple hundred from Nate. 

He’d commented with things like, ‘Nice,’ ‘Pretty,’ ‘Look at that sunset.’

Unfortunately, the sunset he’d mention had been photoshopped into the picture. Maybe he knew it was. Maybe he didn’t.

No matter what, I needed to work. That would help me get my mind off my problems. 

I grabbed my camera from the shelf above my bed. I slung it around my neck. Next, I grabbed my small hand shovel and pink gardening gloves from the basket beneath the bed. Time to take some pictures of my new succulent planter. 

I opened the front door with my free hand and hurried down the steps. 

Nate was leaning against the side of my Jeep, peering through the windows.

“What are you doing?” 

He spun around to face me. A pair of aviators hid his eyes. The sunlight played tricks on his brown hair, giving it an auburn tint. I knew if I were to peel those sunglasses off, his green eyes would be sparkling. The sun always made those unearthly green eyes sparkle. It was a Mercier trait. Nola had them, too. They’d inherited them from their father, Sebastian Mercier.

“Just wondering if you were as much of a slob now as you were in high school. Your house was clean. I was wondering if you were faking it.” He smiled. Now, his smile he had inherited from his mother. But that teasing lilt in his voice came from his father.

I owed Sebastian a favor of mammoth proportions. He had spoken with me the day I ran. He knew he couldn’t stop me, but he made me take some money to start a life for Wren and me. He had told me, “Come home when you can.”

I promised him I would. Someday, I would go see a therapist and work through my fear of being left, but right now, I didn’t have the time. Having someone understand my need to leave and have some space had been soothing to my soul. 

If Nate’s questions had shown me anything, it was that Sebastian had kept my secret. I was long overdue to call him. The money he’d given me had been enough to give me a jumpstart on life with Wren. I’d bought us a nice travel trailer, picked up a job at the market, and built my Instagram following.

From there, I’d worked on creating enough of a following that I was able to quit work at the Quik Mart. Now I was a lifestyle influencer. Fashion, design, anything people bought, I tried to influence. 

This from the girl who lived in overalls and baseball caps in middle school. 

The design, the plants...that part I really loved. The fashion, not so much. But it made up a large portion of my income. If my followers saw a selfie of me wearing a cute blouse, a lot of them would buy it through my links, giving me a nice affiliate commission.

People wondered how you made a living as an influencer. Easy. You convince someone they need to buy something. What most people didn’t know, was that I made money off of everything they purchased from big name retailers. I had all the proper disclosure there, no thanks to the GDPR laws, but most people didn’t pay attention to that. They clicked and purchased, making me a happy woman. 

And right now, I needed to take some pictures of my new planter to convince my followers they couldn’t live without it.

Nate leaned forward to rest his forearms on the hood of my Jeep. His T-shirt pulled tight across his shoulders. I could see defined muscles on his back. Shaking my head, I leapt down the three steps to the ground. His sunglasses shifted upwards as he smiled.

“Well, would you look at that!” He let out a whistle as he took in the flared skirt of my sundress.

It would be a lie if I said I didn’t appreciate that whistle. My social life was lacking. No boyfriends, no friends, and no time to look for either.

Unfortunately, Nate had always had the uncanny ability to know what I was thinking. 

“Too bad you’re all dressed up for no one to see.”

“Excuse me, but there are a lot of people to see!”

“Really?” he asked as he lifted his sunglasses to rest them in the middle of his forehead. 

“You look ridiculous when you do that. You know that, right?”

“I don’t want to mess up my hair.” He pointed to his short but still styled hair.

I shook my head and walked past him to where my planter sat next to my trailer.

It always felt strange to work while someone was watching, but I’d had to get used to it ever since moving into the trailer park.

There was always someone watching.

I knelt down and snapped a picture of my planter. I tilted the camera, trying to find the right angle. 

I scooted backwards in a duck walk since I was still crouched down.

“That’s not going to help,” Nate commented oh-so-helpfully.

“Hush.” I tried from a higher angle, attempting to showcase the multiple levels of the planter.

“Stand up.”

“Then the levels won’t be as obvious.”

“Trust me, stand up,” he said from where he stood directly behind me.

I stood up, bumping against him as I did so. “Would you mind? I’m trying to get some stuff done here.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. I’m happy to help.” He grinned, that low dimple popping out next to his smile. 

My nostrils flared as I tried to control my temper. 

“Excuse me.” I bumped my elbow against his chest as I stepped to the side.

Adjusting the lens, I clicked another picture.

A warm body stepped behind me, and two large hands grabbed mine. Two sets of hands now held the camera. 

“Let’s scoot forward a bit.”

Nate’s body pushed mine forward a foot. I stepped on his toes.

“And now we lift up.” He raised the camera above my head, keeping my hands on it. “Ah, there it is.”

Click, click, click.

His chest pressed against my back with each breath he took.

He tilted the camera. Click, click, click.

“Hmm.” He breathed, leaning forward to take a vertical shot. “That’s better.”

He lowered the camera but didn’t step back. 

I breathed in through my nose and out with my mouth. It shouldn’t have felt so right standing close to him. It couldn’t feel right.

I stepped out of the circle of his arms. “Thanks, but I prefer to take my own pictures. What do you know about pictures anyway?”

“Oh, I still dabble. Who got you started on Photoshop?”

I dipped my chin down, acknowledging the score to him. “You did.”

He shrugged and smiled. “You don’t have to go on. I know I’m good.”

I snapped a closeup of a succulent in the top planter.

“I always thought you did it because you liked working with computers, not that you liked taking pictures.”

“It had everything to do with the pictures. Computers are an annoying part of taking pictures.”

“I don’t know about that. Computers are a great way to get those pictures out in the world.”

“True, but that’s usually so that people can experience things virtually. I prefer to experience life firsthand. Unlike you.”

I lowered the camera but kept a hold of it, not entirely trusting the strap that held it around my neck. “Excuse me?”

He stared at me, a challenge in his eyes. “You don’t experience life.”

“Of course I do. What do you think I’m doing right now?”

“You’re selling a pretend lifestyle to your followers. It’s all a farce.” He raised both eyebrows. His sunglasses fell, and what should have looked clumsy ended up being a seamless catch with his left hand.

“My life is full. I have friends. I have Wren. I’m making a living as an influencer. People would kill to have the kind of social media presence that I have!”

“But it’s all fake...” He gestured to my Jeep. “When was the last time you put that in four-wheel drive? When was the last time you moved this trailer and traveled the U.S. like you claim you do on your social media?”

Chink. He was hammering away at my already cracked heart. It wasn’t fair. He was right, and it hurt.

“I have a life!”

“You do—but is it the one you want?” He arched an eyebrow at me, and I had an overwhelming urge to swipe it off with a good right hook. I clenched my fist. But I wasn’t the little white-trash, trailer-park girl I used to be.

Now, I was an adult trailer-park girl who chose this life and would not be goaded by immature little boys.

Apparently, I said that last part out loud, because he laughed humorlessly. “Immature little boys. You know what I think? I think you’re attracted to me, and that scares you.”

“I am not scared!” I cried. “I mean, I am not attracted to you.”

“Oh, really?” He took a step closer, causing my heart rate to speed up. My heart decided it was time for a lively Irish jig.

“I’m not attracted to you. In fact, I have a date tonight.”

“You do?” He stepped back in surprise.

“Yeah, I do,” I stated, feeling more confident in my lie.

He smirked. “Well, who is he?”

I frantically searched my mind for a name. “J-j-johnny!” I exclaimed when I saw Johnny walking toward my driveway. “I’ll be right over!” I called to him with a wave. I removed the camera from my neck and set it down on the table then turned back to face Nate with a smug smile. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go finalize my date plans for tonight.”
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Johnny stood at the end of my driveway, a grin on his cute face. “How’s it going, Riley?”

Had it come to this? Was I forced to ask an undercover detective out on a date because I wanted to prove something to Nate? 

I couldn’t decide if it was more sad that I had this much trouble finding a date or that I was willing to go to such lengths to prove Nate wrong. Even though I was standing there, ready to ask out Johnny, Nate was still the one who occupied my mind.

No more. I would ask Johnny out, have a great time with him, and forget all about Nate.  

“You okay?” Johnny’s voice brought me back to the present. Oh, that’s right—he’d asked me how I was doing.

“Yeah! Actually, I was wondering if you were free tonight. If you wanted to grab dinner or something.” I smiled, but it felt forced.

He leaned back, the look of shock on his face painfully clear. This was the part where I crawled under my trailer and hid for the rest of my life. I’d never asked someone out before, and it didn’t seem like a good place to start when I was doing it strictly to make someone else mad.

“I actually have plans,” he drawled.

My stiff smile cracked and fell into shattered pieces at my feet.

“But I’m free after nine!” His smile was contagious and quickly restored my mood. Why couldn’t I want this man? It didn’t even bother me that I didn’t know his real name, which is something that should bother someone with a crush. He was good-looking—turn-around-for-a-second-look type of good-looking—but he wasn’t Nate.

“That sounds great! I know a great new place in town that’s open until eleven, if you want to give it a try.”

“Perfect.” I smiled.

“What’s perfect?” 

I gasped and turned around to see Nate standing there. Why couldn’t he just give me a little space?

A minivan pulled to a stop behind Johnny, and Wren jumped out. I waved hello to Macy and her mom before they pulled out. Wren walked up to complete the little square-off.

“What’s going on?” She looked between the three of us warily.

I planted a hand on my hip. “We’re going on a date.”

“We are?” Johnny asked.

“You are?” Nate barked.

The simultaneous question from the two of them made me wish for a giant hole to swallow me up. Wren just rolled her eyes.

“Yes! Believe it or not, I can have a date every once in a while. I told you I had a life!” I stepped between the two of them.

Nate folded his arms across his chest and glared at Johnny over the top of my head. When I grunted, he turned the full force of his glare on me. 

“What do you even know about this guy?”

“That he’s a mean lawn mower racer!”

“What? I didn’t see him racing.”

“That’s because you were too busy screaming to notice that he was the one who won! Besides, what more do I need to know than that?”

“How about where he goes all day, and why he’s always carrying a gun?”

Wow. Okay. Well, maybe Nate was more observant than I thought.

“Everyone has a gun! It’s a trailer park.”

“Really? I don’t like the guy.”

“Oh, come on, Nate. You’re just upset that I’m not as pitiful as you thought.” Unfortunately, I was as pitiful as he thought, but I didn’t want his pity.

Nate leaned back in surprise as he glanced rapidly between Johnny and me. Johnny stepped closer to me. I glanced up at him—story of my life: I always had to look up. I was currently surrounded by three giants. Five-foot-six should not be considered short. But Wren had me by five inches, and both of the guys had me by over seven. It wasn’t fair. 

Their egos settled down around my head. “Why don’t you two stop staring at each other like that? Nate.”

Nate sighed and relaxed his posture. He spoke to Johnny in a friendly tone. “You know she’s just using you to make a point, right?”

“Why would you say that?” Johnny asked.

I caught Wren’s second eye roll in five minutes, and so did Nate, by the chuckle he let out.

“Because she’s trying to prove she has a life.”

To my everlasting, unending, and vast horror, Johnny laughed. “But she’s always here. She doesn’t have a life.”

Then both of them busted up laughing hysterically.

“On this happy note, I’m going inside,” Wren said as she fought a smile. Smart girl. She knew better than to let me see her laughing at me.

“Are you done?” I asked when Wren slammed the trailer door and the two men were still laughing.

Someone’s phone started ringing.

Johnny pulled out his phone, read the screen, then swore under his breath. “I’ve got to go. Sounds like you don’t need me for that date anyway.”

I crossed my arms and tapped my foot on the ground as I watched him run back to his motorcycle parked in front of Eldon’s and peel out of the trailer park.

“Riley, I—“ Nate started to say.

I held up a hand and pursed my lips. My wild eyes widened to the point of me thinking they’d fall out of my head. I spun on my heel and marched down the street.

I needed a minute to collect myself. I couldn’t look at Nate’s face. I might do something I’d regret. Like something that might earn me some jail time. Hey, I could finally spend some quality time with my mom.

Once I reached the end of the street, I turned around and headed home. Stomping past Kristin’s kiddie pool full of rubber ducks. Past Eldon’s new beer can wind chime. Past my Jeep and to my small patio.

I needed to change the layout now that it was the middle of summer. Everyone loved a newly decorated outdoor space. I began rolling up some of the smaller rugs that sat in front of the chairs. Those would have to be changed. Maybe a more beach vibe. I’d do a photo shoot in the evening light. That would be perfect. Maybe I’d do a live while I was sitting on a newly covered lounge chair. 

“Riley, you didn’t want to go on a date with that guy.”

He was still here.

I didn’t turn around. I was afraid I’d murder him where he stood. Then, Johnny and I would really become acquainted. He could come visit me in prison after he arrested me.

I took my sweatshirt from around my waist and began dusting my wicker couch with it. Maybe if I painted it a robin’s egg blue. It’d be the perfect accent color and would look amazing on wicker.

“You were only going out with him to make me mad.”

And if I painted the small coffee table a brass color... Brass and blue could be my new outdoor theme...

“It’s not as if you liked him. I don’t know what your problem is.”

“You.” I spun around and jabbed a finger in his face. “You are the center of my problems. If you hadn’t come here, moved in here, started showing off those stupid muscles of yours, everything would be fine! Just fine!” 

With a frustrated squeak that I didn’t even want to think about, I stomped away from him. I carefully set my camera down on the wicker couch then picked up one of the gardening gloves I’d set down to take pictures.

I threw it at Nate. 

“I haven’t had a relationship since college!”

Nate clenched his jaw and stepped toward me.

“It lasted three days! Because you ruined that one, too!” I yelled. I picked up my sweatshirt and tossed it at him.

He caught it and flung it to the ground behind him. He kept advancing toward me. My heart skipped a couple of beats, apparently deciding I didn’t need them.

“I haven’t even kissed a boy since senior year of high school!” I said as I tossed an empty watering can at him. It bounced harmlessly off his shoulder. “You even ruined that for me!”

He growled. “Braden was a tool!”

“I know! That’s not the point!” I fumed. 

He’d missed my temper—that was what he’d told me the first day he came to the trailer park. Well, he’d brought my temper back in full force. I wasn’t going to hold anything back this time. I picked up the second glove from the couch and leapt forward, slapping his bicep with it. 

“Riley, knock it off!” he said, his voice rumbling ominously. Empty threats.

“You wanted me mad, didn’t you? Well, here’s a newsflash, Nate. I’ve been mad at you ever since I’ve known you.” I shoved the heel of my hand into the center of his chest. His green eyes sparked as he leaned forward and grabbed my waist. I pushed at him, but the five push-ups I’d worked up to weren’t doing the trick.

His chest was firm. I could feel the corded muscles through his shirt, and...and I was still mad at him.

“All you do is pester me! Like an annoying—“ I never finished what I was going to say.

Nate grasped my shoulders and tugged me tight against his chest. He placed a hand at the back of my head and slammed his lips onto mine.

No quarter. 

His lips slanted over mine possessively.

He was taking and demanding. And what was worse—I was giving.

I was kissing Louis Nathaniel Mercier. For the life of me, I couldn’t recall the boy he had been. All those memories had been replaced with the man standing in front of me kissing me right then.

When he finally pulled back, I’d gone numb with shock. I tried to open my eyelids, but I was afraid if I did, it would turn out that I’d imagined the whole thing.

“Go get dressed. I’m taking you on that date. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

“Wait—what?” But he was already gone. I opened my eyes and watched as he stalked across the street toward his house, his arms tense at his sides.

So many questions raced around my mind. Why did he kiss me? Why had it felt right? Why were we going on a date? Why did I want to run after him and keep kissing him?

Unfortunately, those questions wouldn’t answer themselves. And as much as it annoyed me to obey anything he told me, I went inside and dressed for that date.
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Chapter Nine

Nate
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I didn’t know what had possessed me when I’d grabbed Riley and kissed her. 

Actually, I did know, but I wished there had been more of a lead-up. Now I risked her holding a grudge. But honestly, the way she had yelled at me, throwing things and smacking me, I couldn’t think of a better way to derail the tantrum.

I headed to the bedroom, stepped over the air mattress, and jammed open the broken closet door.

A nervous sweat broke out across my forehead as I stared at my clothes. This was it. This was my only chance at a first date with Riley. I couldn’t mess this up.

I needed help, so I pulled out my phone and texted my sister. 

Nate: On a scale of one to ten, how extra is a bow tie on a first date?

It took her a few minutes to answer. Meanwhile, I tried to quell the beginnings of a panic attack. Had I really just grabbed Riley, kissed her, and told her we were going on a date?

––––––––
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Nola: 9.5

Nate: I thought it would be closer to a 6.

Nola: Where are you going for a date?

Nate: Tapas bar.

Nola: No tie. Casual. She nice?

Nate: Yeah...nice looking.

Nola: Would I like her?

Nate: Nope!

Nola was going to flip out when she found out I’d found Riley. But I wasn’t quite ready to share her yet. When Nola discovered Riley, she’d be stuck to her like glue. 

I changed my shirt and added a little cologne and another layer of deodorant, thanks to the nervous sweat that was now my permanent state. 

Not to mention, the lousy single-wide trailer was going to slowly cook me alive in the summer heat. I needed to add a window air-conditioning unit to my never-ending list of things to buy.

I grabbed my keys, locked the door, and pulled my Jeep in front of Riley’s. I counted to ten before I climbed Riley’s steps and knocked on the door.

It took her an inordinately long time to answer. I wondered if me kissing her had sent her into a spiral of shock. Riley liked to be in control of everything. Her five-year plans were legendary. By kissing her completely out of the blue, I’d probably sent that plan into a spiral.

The door opened. Wren stood there, smiling at me. “You taking Riley on a date? That old spinster?”

I scoffed. “Spinster? Who says that?”

She shrugged. “We just finished bingeing a BBC special set in regency England. I decided it was the perfect description of Riley. Maybe a grumpy spinster is an even better description.”

“I’m standing right here.” Riley’s growl carried through the doorway. Wren stepped out of the way, and Riley walked down the steps, wearing one of those onesie things that was a pair of shorts and shirt combined. She held a small purse in her hand.

“Wow.” She looked incredible. Her blonde hair curled casually around her shoulders. The one strap of her outfit showcased her toned shoulders.

“You’re welcome,” Wren said. 

“What?” I asked absentmindedly, not taking my eyes off Riley. 

“She wanted to hide in our room. I told her she had to go make friends.”

“What about boyfriends?”

That seemed to snap Riley out of her pout. “You are not my boyfriend.”

“Yet.” I grinned.

Her nose flared dangerously. I leaned forward and grasped her hand. “Let’s hurry along. Don’t want to be late for dinner. Bye, Wren.” 

I pulled her toward my Jeep and opened the passenger door for her.

“You know you can be so annoying, right?”

“Right.” I nodded solemnly. I pulled the seat belt from her hands and leaned around her to latch the buckle. Her breath was quick, and she chewed her top lip. Her temper was adorable. 

I walked around to the driver’s side and started the car.

“Which fast-food restaurant are you taking me to?”

“Hmm, well, it depends on if you want a cheeseburger or a taco.”

She leaned an elbow on the door while she looked at me in disgust. “I expected no more.”

“Why don’t you shut your judgmental little mouth?”

She gasped. “I take offense at that!”

I squinted at her. 

“My mouth is not little!” Her lips twitched as she fought a smile.

“Why don’t you just wait and see where I take you for dinner?” I asked as I turned out of the trailer park.

I’d meant it as a rhetorical question, but she answered me anyway. It was whispered but still clear enough for me to hear. “Because I’m nervous.”

“Me too,” I answered her as I reached over to pry her hand loose from its death grip on her purse. I laced my fingers through hers. She squeezed my hand.

It was enough. I’d just kissed her. I’d acted on the attraction we’d both been feeling. We were entering dangerous territory. The territory where our friendship could be ruined forever. Which was not something I wanted to think about when I’d only just found her again.

“Why did you kiss me?”

“Well, you wouldn’t stop throwing things at me...”

She leaned over and smacked my leg.

“Ouch! This is what I get for dating a cougar.”

“A cougar?” Her eyes narrowed.

“You’re much, much older than me.”

“I am not!” Her lips scrunched together as she glared at me.

I grinned at her. 

“Stop trying to make me mad.”

“Is that what I’m doing?”

“Yes, you’re purposefully trying to make me angry, and I want you to stop.”

“But you’re so fun when you’re angry. And it seems like you like to kiss me when you’re angry.”

She mumbled under her breath.

“What was that?”

“I said I enjoyed kissing you for reasons other than anger, you big lug.”

“Big lug. No one’s ever called me that before.” While I had bulked up since my paper-thin days, I still had a lean build. Body builder, I was not. Instead, I had the more lean build of a tennis player or a soccer player. More wiry, less bulky. I was tall, but I wasn’t wide. When I thought of a big lug, I pictured the OxiClean man.

“Why did you buy this Jeep?”

I squeezed her hand. “You know why. I finally got my adventuring rig.”

She smiled softly. “We did have all sorts of adventures planned for our Jeeps.”

When Nola, Riley, and I had finally been old enough to drive, we’d talked about our dream cars. Riley’s and mine had been the exact same. Nola’s had been a fifteen-passenger van for her future children.

“What kinds of adventuring do you do?”

“I’m a photographer.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “That’s what you meant earlier about liking taking the actual pictures. You do something then. I guess I’d assumed you were out traveling the world when you dropped out of college. So, what do you photograph? Weddings?”

“Every once in a while. Not if I can help it, though. I do a lot of outdoor stuff.” He leaned an elbow on the middle console. “I get to do quite a bit of traveling for my work.”

“What type of outdoor stuff do you do? I know I have mediocre photo skills, enough to scrape by on social media. The pictures you helped me take this afternoon were good. I’m assuming you actually know what you’re doing.”

That was something I loved about Riley. She never pretended to know something she didn’t. She didn’t have to be the smart-ass in the room who had the answers. She would just figure out how to do it the best. Some way, somehow, she made everything work for her. 

“I shoot a lot of wildlife.”

She frowned. “You kill Bambi?” 

“No, I mean I photograph wildlife, land. But mainly aerial photography for magazines—every once in a while, for a real estate agent.”

“So you do love taking pictures. You might even know what you’re talking about.”

“A little.” I smiled. 

She rubbed a hand across her face. “I thought you were trying to be annoying earlier.”

“Well, I was trying to annoy you—at least a little.”

“It worked. And then you kissed me.” She looked at me with a wide-eyed expression then shrieked when she saw we were heading straight for a gravel road that connected to the highway at an angle.

“Road! Road! What are you doing?”

I grinned as I turned the car onto the side road. “Taking the scenic route. You’ve never done that before, have you?” 

She latched onto the door handle of the Jeep as I turned off the highway. 

The Jeep rocketed up the steep gravel road, bouncing in and out of potholes. 

“What are you doing?”

“Taking you on a date!” I grinned when she looked at me uncertainly. “I figured we’d drive over the mountain this way. There’s a great little tapas bar I thought you might like. We can either drive around on the highway or take this gravel road. Chances are higher of seeing something cool this way.”

She nodded stiffly.

“You’ve never taken your Jeep off of pavement before, have you?”

She shook her head. I drifted us around a sweeping corner. I could clearly see no one coming around the other side.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Riley whispered.

“You need to get out of your trailer park more often.”

“Why are you so obsessed with my extracurricular activities?”  she cried out as we hit a bump in the road. She bounced up and down in the seat.

It took until the top of the mountain for her to relax. Once we made it to the ridge, there was a beautiful view of the valley below. A section of the hillside was filled with replanted timber, making it easy to see over the treetops. 

“Oh look! Stop the car!” she cried out.

I slowed to a stop. 

“Look!” She pointed to something in the brush—something dark and scrambling up a tree. “It’s a bear!”

I leaned closer to her to look out her side of the car. “Look up there.” I pointed to the tree branches above where a small cub sat, waiting for its mama.

“I’ve never seen a bear before.”

“Cute, huh?” I pulled forward again.

“Oh no, don’t go yet. I want to look at them a little longer. I have to take a picture for Wren.”

She pulled out her phone and snapped as many pictures as she could before they climbed out of sight. 

She turned and smiled at me. “You were right; going this way was worth it. I didn’t know we had bears so close. Are they mean?”

I shook my head. “They’re harmless. Black bears usually aren’t aggressive unless you come between them and their cubs.”

“So, if I’d jumped out of the car, she would have eaten me?” Riley’s eyes widened with excitement. This was the Riley I knew. The adventure was a thrill to her.

“Sadly, no. She probably would have snarled and snapped at you, trying to warn you off.”

“Wow. When did you become such a nature expert?”

I laughed. “This photography gig has taught me a lot about wildlife. It’s not quite like the TV shows portray.”

Riley laughed, and we spent the rest of the drive talking about staged wildlife shows.

By the time we reached the restaurant, Riley’s cheeks were flushed, and her eyes sparkled with excitement. 

“When was the last time you did something just for the fun of it?”

She answered me as we sat down at a table in a corner. “Far too long. Life has a way of getting in the way.”

The server stopped at our table, ready to take our drink orders. “Do you want sangria? Or an IPA?” I asked as I perused the drink list.

“I’ll take an Italian soda, actually.” 

I nodded and passed the list to the man. “Same for me.”

Once he left, I turned to Riley. 

She unfolded her napkin as she said, “You can have a drink.”

“But you won’t.” 

She shook her head vigorously.

I’d almost forgotten Riley’s vehement promise in high school that she wouldn’t drink alcohol, even as an adult. Her mother had been a living warning to her to stay away from any addictive substance. “Then I won’t. I can respect that, Riley, and I admire that.”

She smiled. “I’ve heard so much about this place. I’m excited to try tapas.”

“You’re going to love it. And if you don’t, that’s okay; I’ll eat it all.”

She grinned and relaxed. I made it a personal goal of mine to keep that radiant look on her face the rest of the evening. 

The server brought our drinks and took our orders. The food arrived quickly, and the awkwardness of being on a date together completely disappeared. 

Riley spent most of dinner laughing at my face when I tried something I didn’t like.

Accidentally launching a grape across the table and down her shirt had only made her laugh harder.

Offering to help fish it out was met with a firm—and quite loud—no.

With a full stomach and a knowledge that I hadn’t completely ruined our friendship, I walked her up her porch steps. I leaned down and kissed her cheek quickly before I opened the door for her.

“Thanks for going on a date with me. Same time tomorrow?” I asked with a wink.

Riley turned away from me. “Nate, I had a lot of fun tonight, but I just don’t think it’s the greatest idea to—“

I gently pushed her through the open door. “Get a good night’s rest, and we can talk about it in the morning.”

I wasn’t up for being rejected on my first date night.
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Chapter Ten

Nate
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The day after our date, I’d had to run up to Portland to move the last of my stuff from the apartment. The guys were officially down one roommate.

When I pulled into the trailer park, I could see a blonde head at the end of the street. There was a truck parked along the street in front of Riley’s, and she was talking to someone I couldn’t recognize from the distance. She crossed the street when she saw me pulling into my driveway. Riley looked a little too gleeful standing in my driveway. I stepped out of my Jeep and looked around for the hidden bucket of water. 

“Marni and Dean have tickets for us," Riley said as she pointed at the old truck parked on the side of the street. 

“I’m scared to ask what kind of tickets...”

“Mudding tickets.” Her smile was positively radiant—in a scary, serial-killer way. I had a sneaking suspicion she was still trying to show me that I didn’t belong.

Marni and Dean, a couple I’d met earlier this week, were standing next to Wren by the truck, waving us over. It looked like a truck that belonged at a mudding event. It was practically law that you brought an old, beat-up, nearly collectors-era truck to a mudding event where you planned to sink it in man-made mudding pits and possibly overturn it with climbing the hills, all while being careful of the other trucks driving around like crazy people.

Riley grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the truck.

I watched as she waggled her eyebrows at me and kept her back to Marni and Dean. "I understand if you're too busy and don't have time to come with us." She shook her head slightly at me. 

Aha. She wanted me to be rude and refuse to go. She thought I was afraid to get splattered with a little mud. I didn’t mind a little mud. Especially if it turned into something like mud wrestling—with Riley.

"Oh, don't worry, bumpkin, I would love to go with you. You know how much I love going mudding!" 

"I do, sweetie pie, but what about that thing that you had to do for the other thing?" Riley had always been terrible at coming up with excuses. 

Dean was frowning at us like he wasn’t sure he wanted two crazy people riding in his pride and joy. Wren was shaking her head in embarrassment from where she stood next to Marni.

“Oh, that thing. Well, I guess I'll have to do that thing for that other thing another time, because I wouldn't miss out on this for the world." 

Riley widened her eyes at me as far as they could go. 

I just grinned. Even though I knew she’d enjoyed herself on our date, there was some part of her that was still trying to get rid of me. 

But I knew that I wanted to be around her no matter what it took, and if going to a mudding event was what I had to do to spend time with Riley, then I’d gladly do it. 

I wasn't going to let her have a moment's hesitation to push me away again. I'd made too much progress to do that. She still hadn't explained why she felt the need to run away, but I didn't know her. I knew the life she came from. I knew the way she grew up. She had enough emotional baggage that could've driven her away. But I wanted to be here, standing at her side, to help her get through that. If she were going to break the cycle of her mother’s mistakes, she would have to face up to her own. Self-sabotage was real. 

"Great," Dean yelled. "Let's all climb in the rig." 

"How about I drive my car, too?" I suggested. “I don't know if we’ll all fit in your Ford.” I looked at the single cab with a raised eyebrow. 

"Oh no, we’ll fit," Riley said with a smile. "Climb on in.” She pointed at the truck, and I had an overwhelming urge to lean over and kiss that smug look right off her face. If she thought I was riding in the middle, she had another thing coming.

“Wren, you're in the middle,” Riley said. "Nate, you're next." 

"I don't think so." I waited until Wren climbed into the truck, then I grabbed Riley and shoved her into the cab before I jumped in after her. 

Dean and Marni climbed in on the other side. He fired it up. Riley had to turn sideways so we could fit. But the old bench seats of the Ford gave plenty of room for five of us as long as Riley halfway sat on my lap. I would've preferred that she sat entirely on my lap, but I settled for being able to lift my arm around behind her head and tuck her in close to me.

I flipped the back of Wren’s hair. She smacked my hand with a big grin. I'd always wanted to be the older brother. It was refreshing to have someone else smaller than me that I could pick on. 

I’d experienced my fair share of tormenting growing up. Having your sister come pick you up from your date when you were fifteen was the most mortifying experience in the world. Especially since she was only eleven months older than me. I'd have to talk with my parents, figure out why they trusted the welfare of their precious fifteen-year-old son with their irresponsible sixteen-year-old daughter. I probably needed therapy.

Riley shifted next to me. She tried to remain stiff against my arm. I chuckled and slipped a hand around her waist, tugging her closer to me, pulling her more onto my lap. 

“I’m going to crush you,” she protested. 

“I don't think so,” I replied. “I think one hundred pounds is going to be just fine.” 

She snorted. “Much more than one hundred pounds.” 

“Just relax,” I told her as I brushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “You won’t flatten me. Quite the contrary.” 

Wren snorted next to me, reminding me that I should watch my mouth. There were children present. 

Dean and Marni started in on a long monologue of the great fun that could be had at the mudding event. They talked about the many wrecks they’d seen and their favorite trucks. 

By the time we pulled up to the big open field, I felt like I knew every little fact about mudding there’d ever been. 

I’d never been before, but several of my friends in high school had been big into it. It was just part of growing up in rural Oregon. Some of your typical redneckery.

I peeled myself out of the truck and grabbed Riley's hand when she climbed out. It was a drop to the ground that I knew she was capable of, but I was looking for any excuse to hold her hand and touch her. 

I never understood why women were offended when men opened doors or offered to hold their hand. It wasn't that we thought they were incapable; it was that we admired them and wanted any excuse to be close to them and to do something nice for them. Chivalry wasn’t dead for most men.

If allowed, a man would do just about anything for their significant other, and right now, I felt like Riley was mine. 

“Come on this way,” Wren suggested as if she’d been there a million times. We followed her into the grandstand and found a seat. Marni and Dean ran off to greet their friends—all of whom seemed to wear the correct ratio of plaid and camouflage to go mudding. Riley decided she needed snacks right away. She promised to bring something back for Wren and me then headed for the nearest concession stand. 

Wren waited until Riley made it down to the end of the small bleachers before she turned to me. 

“Do you like her?” 

Taken aback by her direct question, I answered honestly. “Yes, I would think that's obvious.” 

“Well, I know Riley thinks she's the protective one of us. But I'm the mean one between the two of us, and I'm young enough that if I kill someone, I might only go to juvie for a couple years.” 

“Are you threatening me?” I waited for her to crack up laughing.

Her expression didn’t change. “Yes.”

I shifted on the uncomfortable bleachers. “Somehow, I believe you’d do it.” 

She smiled. It wasn't a very nice smile. Made me think that this fifteen-year-old might just kill me and bury me out back. “I’ve seen things that you never will.” Her smile dropped. 

“I believe you,” I told her. “Have you talked to Riley about it?” 

She shrugged. “Some. Not much. She’d only beat herself up for it, even though it’s not her fault. She’d probably write out a five-year revenge plan. She didn’t live with Mom very long. I know I'm the stronger of the two of us. She wants to take care of me, so I let her. She loves me.” 

“I don't know what you saw, what you experienced, what kind of growing up you had, but you've got the best person in your court now. Riley would do anything for you.”

“I know.” She reached up and scratched her nose, not quite able to hide the tears in her eyes. 

“Why didn’t she tell us about you? We would do anything for Riley—and you,” I added. “She used to talk about her baby sister she got to go visit sometimes.”

“She’s protecting herself from you.”

Now I was truly confused. “But I would never hurt her!”

Wren rolled her neck, popping it on the second rotation. “Sure, you’d never intentionally hurt her, but everyone leaves. No one is there for you.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means every single person who should have provided stability in Riley’s life has left her in some way. She loved you and your family. It was easier for her to be the first to leave.”

“But we would never leave her—“ I tried to say.

Wren pulled her phone out of her purse. “Was Nola’s college boyfriend serious?”

I thought back about it. He’d been a spineless little soul that I didn’t like much, but Nola had spent a lot of time with him; the M word had been mentioned. Wren nodded when she saw the look in my eye.

“And where were you?”

I tapped my foot against the metal bleacher seat in front of me. “Dropped out of college and was off doing photography.”

“Where were your parents?” 

“Mom had left on her medical missions trip, and Dad was moving to establish a new property management office.”

I propped my knee up and turned to stare at Wren. “She told you all this?”

“All of it came out over time. She never said it in so many words, but I put it together. It felt like you were leaving. Then she found out she got me.” Wren rolled her eyes. “Not exactly what a college grad dreams of.”

“Hey, I happen to know Riley loves you very much.”

“I’m not arguing with that at all—you’re right. I’m just trying to explain from Riley’s side. It’s not fair to be mad at her. Heck, even your dad wasn’t mad at her. He helped.”

I wiggled my jaw, trying to pop my ears. “Wait. My dad?”

She ignored my question. “Riley’s talked about you a lot. She even told me about how dumb you were to dye your hair blue. I saw the picture. It really was bad.” 

“Well, thanks. That's a boost to my confidence.” But my mind was too busy thinking about what she said before. My dad knew about Riley leaving. He’d never said a word. But he’d helped her—whatever that entailed.

I scanned the crowed at the concession stand, trying to spot Riley.

Wren kept talking. “What I'm saying is, don't hurt Riley, but don't give up on her.”

“You’re strangely perceptive for a girl obsessed with a boy you won’t tell Riley about.”

She straightened at that. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

“On our date, Riley said you’d recently broken up with your boyfriend, but obviously, you’re dating someone.”

“Where is Riley?” she grumbled.

I leaned over and grabbed her phone, stuffing it back in her purse. “Trust me, it’s good for a guy to wait on a girl. Don’t text him. If he texts, don’t text him back right away.”

“But I can’t. If I don’t, then he—“ She stopped talking.

I didn’t look at her; I just kept watching the crowd, trying to find Riley. “You know, if he’s putting conditions on your relationship, he’s being a douchebag.”

“You don’t even know him.”

“You’re right. So, maybe I’m wrong about him. Maybe he doesn’t flirt with other girls when you’re around. Maybe you’re not worried that he has another girlfriend.”

“I’m not worried about it,” she retorted.

My speech was losing its punch, and I was pretty sure I was about to be the one to get punched. “If you’re not worried about it, that’s great. Because you’re young and have your entire life ahead of you. Don’t bend it to fit around a boy who doesn’t give you the time that you deserve.”

She reached halfway to her purse then stopped herself. 

“You don’t have to be anyone’s doormat,” I said quietly. Several truck engines revved at that same time, so I wasn’t actually sure if she heard me or not.

“Do you think it’s different if he’s older? Maybe he is just more mature.”

Tapping my finger against my knee rhythmically, I took a calming breath before I answered her. “How much older?”

“Only a few years.”

I took a deep breath in through my nose. I could either ruin this and push her more toward this mystery boyfriend she was trying to hide, or I could come up with something wise and convincing and try to get her to break up with him. I could have really used Riley’s help right about then.

“Does he only have eyes for you when you’re in a group?”

“Erm...”

“Does he text you throughout the day?”

She glanced down at her purse, not bothering to answer me.

“Does he plan the next time to hang out with you? Does he introduce you to all of his friends as his girlfriend?”

She shifted. 

“You’re almost an adult; this is a decision you make, but don’t settle for mediocre. It’s better to be happily single than miserably attached.”

“What if I’m the only one who’s single in my class?”

“Who cares? The only people who will give you a hard time for being single are insecure people. You definitely don’t want to be one of those.”

She nodded. “That’s true.”

“Give it a thought, at least. Oh, holy—did you see that truck get hit?”

We turned our attention toward the mudding field. A small pickup had been t-boned by one twice its size.

“Isn’t this great?”

“I thought this was a mudding event, not a demolition derby!”

“Accidents happen.”

I still couldn’t spot Riley, and Marni and Dean were long gone. I wouldn’t put it past those two to be out there testing out their truck’s four-wheel drive.

I pulled my phone out.

Nate: You need to talk to Dad.

Nola: What? What’s going on?

Nate: You need to ask Dad about Riley.

Nola: Dad’s not dying?

Nate: NO! Why would you think that???

Nola: Nvm. Why should I talk to him about Riley?

Nate: Everything isn’t like it seems, and you and I have been jerks.
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Chapter Eleven

Riley
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I’d overheard him warning Wren about boys. I didn’t think I could like him more—until now. He was everything good and kind in the world. Trying to protect Wren, always protecting me—even from myself. He didn’t know I was standing right below the bleachers, close to where they sat chatting. 

Luckily, the bleachers weren’t very tall, so it had been easy to eavesdrop underneath them. I juggled my armloads of fries and cheesy nachos as I climbed the steps. We sat four rows up. 

Nate smiled at me, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. I passed Wren the fries and Nate the pretzel. I kept the nachos for myself.

Guilty pleasure. Plastic cheese on stale chips. 

I sat down next to Nate.

“Do people ever get hurt at these things?” Nate asked as he reached over to steal a chip from me.

“No, never.”

“Then why is there an ambulance down there with a bunch of paramedics looking like kids in a candy shop?”

I glanced at the group of buff guys watching, “They’re just there for me to admire.” 

A large hand covered my eyes.

Wren piped up, “Don’t believe her, Nate. She’s never actually been to a mudding event before. Usually, she’s too busy. I guess we should have asked you to come with us a long time ago. That must be the trick to getting her to come with us.”

I blindly picked up a cheesy chip, Nate’s hand still obscuring the beautiful scenery.

The cheese smeared across my upper lip as I tried to eat the chip. Nate moved his hand and dropped a thumb to my lips, gently rubbing off the cheese. His strong finger rubbing against my soft lips shot sparks down my spine. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from his.

A loud crunch brought our attention back to the pit below.

“Did that truck just split in two? Is that even possible?” Wren asked.

I felt Nate’s eyes burning into my skin and had to force myself not to look at him.

Marni and Dean made their way up the bleachers and sat down next to me. It was a surprisingly good time, and I discovered that there wasn’t anywhere I’d rather be than at that mudding event, sitting next to Nate and enjoying friends’ company.

When it was time to leave, we got separated in the crowd as everyone walked back to their own cars. Wren and I walked ahead of Marni and Dean, and Nate brought up the rear.

Wren leaned close to me so that I could hear her and said, “I might have over shared.”

“About what? To who?” I asked, the nachos settling heavily in my stomach.

“Nate. I might have mentioned something about his dad.”

“Wren!” My outburst surprised even me. “Why would you say that?”

“I’m sorry!” she wailed. “He was just so easy to talk to; it slipped on out.”

I stamped forward, regretting that I hadn’t brought my car. I’d wanted to make Nate uncomfortable cramming into a pickup truck with strangers. Instead, he owned it. And now I would be uncomfortable, knowing he knew.

Dean and Marni strolled toward us, hand in hand. “Hey there! Everyone ready to go?”

We piled into the truck, except this time, I made Wren sit on top of me. I wasn’t sure Nate would want to be touching me after he found out how I’d taken advantage of his dad. He deserved someone better than me.
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When we pulled back into the trailer park, Nate climbed out of the truck first, then Wren. I tried to follow, but my legs were numb from Wren sitting on me. Nate sighed, reached into the truck, and lifted me out bridal style. 

“We’ll see you guys later!” he called to Dean and Marni as he shouldered the truck door shut. They drove down the street and around the bend toward their own single-wide.

Wren walked inside the trailer, only shutting the screen door after her. “It’s hot in here!” she yelled out to us.

Nate glanced down at me. “Guess I should put you down. Want to sit on the bench?”

We sat down on the wicker couch together. I wasn’t sure how much Wren had told him, but I imagined there wasn’t much left to his imagination.

But he was still here. Still sticking with me even though I tried to push him away. He was still protecting me in the little things.

Now that I looked back, I wondered how many of our arguments in middle school and high school had been the typical flirting of kids. 

We’d had each other’s backs even then. 

We even teamed up to look out for Nola—bless her over-large, accepting heart. That girl didn’t like to tell any of the boys no. And she was beautiful enough that she was constantly being asked out. She wanted to keep everyone happy and spread some love in her life.

That was where Nate and I came in. We wouldn’t let her go out with some of the boys. She got stubborn one time and went out with a boy Nate and I didn’t like. I tagged along. Nate and I were right. He was a tool and made a move on me when Nola left the room. Needless to say, I have a much better right hook than average. I’d grown up in a scrappier situation.

After decking him, I’d texted Nate, and he came to pick us up from the party.

He was livid. We had to talk him down from beating the guy to within an inch of his life. Seeing someone who usually terrorized Nola and me get so protective of me...that had been the moment when I saw him with more clarity. He wasn’t the dumb little brother he pretended to be. He was just a little brother doing what brothers did. Making their sister’s and her friends’ lives miserable until they really needed him.

Funny thing, the next day at school, the guy had had a black eye—courtesy of me. But he also had a broken nose and a fat lip.

No one knew who did that to him, but Nate’s knuckles were a little scraped up. He never admitted anything about it, but from that moment on, I became more protective of him. I started fielding girls and pointing away the ones who weren’t worthy of him. Of course, I couldn’t ever tell him that.

He just wouldn’t understand.

He’d probably be furious. 

It was as though we were destined to end up together. We’d both secretly (him not so secretly) been sabotaging the other’s dating life. It was as though we knew, subconsciously, that we liked each other.

And now it was up to me to open up to him.

“Thank you for going out on another date with me,” Nate said with a smile.

“I think you went on a date with me tonight.” I smiled faintly. 

We stood in silence for a few minutes. “Do you want to go for a drive? Go get a late-night milkshake and fries?”

“Yes. Milkshake and fries.” I nodded stiffly then followed him to his Jeep. He held the door open and pressed his hand against my lower back, guiding me into the car before he climbed in.

He put the Jeep in reverse and backed out of his driveway.

“Nate, I haven’t told you everything.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“But you’ve stayed.”

“Riley, I’m not an idiot, despite what you think.”

I studied my fingers and stretched each one individually. 

“I know you had a good reason. I know you were scared.”

I steepled my fingers together and pressed, popping my knuckles.

“What do you think I was scared of?”

“Of my family. Of me.”

That wasn’t true. I wasn’t scared of them. I was scared of how much I loved them. I turned to face him, leaning my back against the door. “That’s not true. Your family was always kind to me. I wasn’t scared of them.”

“No, I don’t mean that in the sense you feared your mother’s boyfriends.”

“Low blow, Nate,” I growled.

“You were worried about us leaving you.”

And there it was. The knife to the heart.

“But aren’t you mad at me? I left because of my own insecurities. I didn’t want to be the last one there. Everyone else was leaving, and I didn’t want to wait around for that to happen.”

He pulled onto a side street and drove through a neighborhood that led to a park by the river.

I shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t want to pull you guys into my life when you already had plans of your own.”

He pulled into the park and drove to the river. He parked facing the water, the moonlight shining down on it. “Riley, I’m not mad at you. I think you did what you thought you had to do to take care of your sister. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell us. We would have understood if you needed space to figure things out. We would have understood about your worries of us leaving.”

I reached closer and squeezed his hand. “Nate. You are the sweetest, kindest man I know. But everyone leaves. It’s just a fact of life.”

“No, not everyone. Some people have staying power—even if the person they’re staying for is as prickly as a porcupine.”

My lips tugged up of their own accord. “I’ve never been called a porcupine before.”

“Oh, I’m not sticking around for you; I was talking about Nascar Jim.” 

He smiled and unbuckled his seat belt so that he could stretch his arm out across the back of my chair.

We sat in silence, watching the river flow by, imagining what it sounded like. 

“Why aren’t you asking me questions?”

“Because I want you to answer when you’re ready. You think I’ll leave you. Hurt you. Well, I’m here to show you that I’m here to stay. I want you to trust me. I’m not going to demand answers from you. I’m not going to ask my dad for answers that I’m certain he has.”

He looked at me knowingly.

“When you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

The spark of hope that stirred inside of me was dangerous. It had the potential to turn into something bigger.
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Chapter Twelve

Nate
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Dad texted me in the morning, checking up on me and making sure I’d seen all of Mom’s latest pictures she’d emailed us. He told me he was heading back to Riverly for a while, planning to look into some things for business. 

I texted him back.

Nate: In Burnside right now. Has Nola talked to you yet?

Dad: She’s still mad.

My fingers hovered over my phone. I needed answers from Dad, but Riley didn’t want anyone to know where she was.

I’d told her I’d wait on her to be ready. I couldn’t betray her trust. Dad would understand.

I set my phone down then closed my laptop, climbed off the strangely uncomfortable air mattress, and pulled on a pair of jeans. I didn’t bother with a shirt yet; it was too hot still.

I walked into the living room, the floor dipping and creaking beneath my weight. 

Movement out the window caught my attention. Riley was outside, washing her car—in her swimsuit.

In middle school and high school, Riley would have only been caught wearing a T-shirt and shorts as swimwear. Today, she was not wearing a T-shirt or shorts. But I had an overwhelming urge to find some for her. Anyone who walked by could see her wearing that black bikini with the criss-cross straps in the back.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and headed out the door. Forget about breakfast. I had a neighbor to chat with.

“Howdy, neighbor.”

“Hi, you weirdo.”

“What? I am not the weird one. It’s eight in the morning, and you’re washing your car. In a swimsuit. I swear every man in the trailer park has his binoculars out right now.”

“Oh please, no one pays attention to me.”

“Really? How about him?” I pointed to where a thin man was pressed against the window of his single-wide. I thought his name was Tony or something like that. “Or him?” I tipped my head toward Gabe the Gunrunner, who was pretending to check his taillights. He was checking out someone else’s taillights, that was for sure.

Her eyes settled on my chest. “You’re not wearing a shirt.”

“Oops.” I grinned. “How are you this morning?”

She wouldn’t meet my eyes, and she was doing her best to look anywhere but at my chest. “I’m fine, just a little busy.”

“I can see that. With all that off-roading you do, that Jeep gets dirty fast.”

Her eyes finally found mine. “Shut up.”

I held my hands up. “Just a little joke. You’re a little uptight this morning.”

“I’m busy; I have stuff to get done. I am not uptight!” She pointed the hose at me with every word.

“Right. Obviously, you just got back from your relaxation class. I should have known from your posture.” 

She scrunched her nose up. “This! This is why we would never work! We’re always annoying each other.”

“Wait, hold up. What do you mean this is why we won’t work? What about last night? You don’t mean what I think you mean.”

“Yes, I’m breaking up with you.”

“I’m not sure you can break up with someone you’ve only been on one date with.”

“Two, and I am. Nate, you don’t belong here. We’re from two different worlds. You deserve so much more than this. You’re good and kind, and you have a family who loves and supports you. You need to get back to your life and stop trying to change mine. You can’t. We would never be happy together.”

“Really? Because it seemed like you were happy last night when we were together. It seemed like you were happy when we were driving through the woods on our first date. You loved that tapas bar.”

“But don’t you see? That’s not my life! My life is here in the trailer park.”

“Well, good for you, Miss Trailerhood. Because it seems like I belong. I paid cash for that trailer there.” I pointed at the decrepit thing that was now my home.

“You don’t fit in. I don’t fit in with you.”

“Trying to scare me with Gabe the Gunrunner didn’t work. You’ve already exposed me to Sam and Elise’s breakfast cooking. And I know you’re lying to me right now. You’re always the martyr. Always the one to fall on your sword.”

“Don’t you see that you don’t belong here? This is my life. This is just a rest stop for you. You look down on these people!”

“Do I?” I raised my eyebrows and stepped closer to her, purposefully looking down on her. “And how exactly have I looked down on them?”

She pursed her lips, and her nose flared. “I’ve seen it in your face. You come in here with your fancy sunglasses and car—“

I laughed incredulously. “We have the exact same car!”

She poked me in the chest. “You don’t belong. We can’t make this work.”

“I think you’re the one who’s looking down on me for moving here. Do you know that?”

She gasped and dropped the hose. “I am not! We’re from two different worlds. I’m trailer trash.”

I snorted. “So what? I’ve met a lot of great people in this trailer park so far. You’re the snob here. You’re tying your worth directly to where you live. That doesn’t matter to me.”
“I can’t change who I am, Nate.”
“I don’t think it has anything to do with us being different. I think you’re so worried someone will come in and ruin your five-year plan that you can’t imagine changing it to date me, even though you want me. You’re scared to take the risk now, just like you were two years ago.”
Her hands landed on my biceps, pulling me closer rather than pushing me away. “And you think you’ve got me all figured out.”

I bent down and risked a kiss on her cheek. “I know I’ve got you figured out.”

“Why don’t you just listen to me? It’d be so much easier. I’m going to strangle you.” Her eyes narrowed, and she tugged me closer.

She was so adorable when she threatened me. 

“I’m going to have to kiss you,” I told her as I wrapped an arm around her waist, lifting her up to my height and kissing her square on the mouth.

“Stop kissing me when I’m fighting with you. I can’t think when you do that,” she grumbled.

“I know. I’m prepared to fight dirty if it means I can win.” She smacked at my hand that was tracing her jaw. 

“I’m mad,” she exclaimed.

“I can fix that.” 

I spent the next few minutes convincing her she didn’t want to choke me.

When I pulled back, her eyes had lost their murderous glint. 

“I don’t look down on you. And when you stop being stubborn and realize that I’m here—for you—then you’ll realize I’m doing my best to understand why you left. Why you ran.”

She softened against me, looking at me with a sparkle in her eye and a smile on her lips. “Fine. You can help me wash my car. If you’re going to stay, you’re going to be useful.”

“That’s what my friends always call me: Useful Nate.”

Her lips quirked to the side. I bent down and grabbed a soapy sponge from the bucket. “Have you done the roof yet?” 

I gestured in a big arcing motion, making sure to fling a trail of soapy water on her.

“Ack!” She jumped back.

“Or is it the tires that are still left?” I flung my arm the other way, making sure to soak her again.

“Nate!”

I stopped laughing long enough to appreciate the soap suds dripping from her hair and the dangerous glint in her eye—just before she sprayed me with the hose.

Very little car washing was done after that.
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Chapter Thirteen

Riley
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“I’m going out with Jadyn tonight.”

I glanced up in surprise when I met Wren’s eyes. “Who’s that? I thought you were about to break up with Mason?”

“Oh, I broke up with him. Not worth my time.”

“But he was worth your time last week.”

“He was too immature. All he cared about was trucks.” 

Shaking my head, I filled my water bottle. I’d been so consumed with Nate the past couple days that I had given little thought to Wren’s boy problems. Then, this morning, when Nate “helped” me wash the car, he completely derailed my break-up speech. And now, somehow, we were going to the bonfire together tonight. And then I would break up with him. Yes. Because I was falling for him fast, and I didn’t think my heart could stand to be abandoned again. “Is this Jadyn coming over here tonight?”

“No, we’re meeting some friends at the theater. You know I don’t like to bring them here.” 

She wasn’t wrong for thinking that. I’d promised myself I’d never live in a trailer park again. The years I’d spent in a trailer park with my mom weren’t happy ones. 

“What’s this boy like?”

Wren leaned back across the futon, tossing her purple nail polish in the air and catching it, again and again. Her voice took on a dreamy quality. “He’s perfect. So cute. I’m seriously so lucky that he picked me.”

I choked on my sparkling water.  “Hold up there. You are not so lucky because he picked you. You don’t have to sit around and wait for a boy to pick you. That’s ridiculous. You have an entire life to live. Don’t spend it waiting on some boy to pick you.”

She nodded slowly. “So, about you and Nate...did he pick you?”

I cleared my throat and ignored her question. “What time are you going to be back?”

“Midnight.”

I raised my eyebrows.

She tugged at a lock of thick brown hair. “Eleven?”

I shook my head. 

With a frustrated huff, she tucked her hair behind her ear. “Fine. I’ll be home by ten.”

“All right. You’re missing out on the bonfire tonight, though. Don’t forget to text me when you get there.” I picked up her phone off the counter and handed it to her. I swear she was the only teenage girl who didn’t like phones. I had to force her to use one. She thought they were a waste of time. But they weren’t a waste of my time. That phone was my connection to my baby sister; it let me know all was well with her.

Wren narrowed her eyes at me as she stomped past and out the door. “You’re so strict. All the other kids stay out until midnight. It’s Friday, after all!”

“Yes, it’s Friday, and you’re still fifteen. Are Jadyn’s parents picking you up?”

Wren tucked her phone into her back pocket. Hopefully, she remembered it was there before she sat down. “I’m meeting him there. See you later!” 

She practically sprinted out the door before I could quiz her about the date she was going on. I didn’t exactly qualify as intimidating, so I didn’t know why it would matter if I met the boyfriend or not. It’s not like he would be scared of me.

“Call me when you need a ride!” I practically screamed after her. I didn’t mind her walking to the theater when it was still daylight. But when it got dark? That was a completely different matter. I’d had to take one too many walks in the dark as a child, and I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t make Wren do the same.
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Wren: Can you pick me up at the theater?

I finished packing away my makeup I’d been taking flat-lay photos of. Glancing at the clock, I realized it was already time for the movie to be over. After I collapsed my ring light, I unlocked my phone and texted her back.

Riley: 5 min away.

I shut my laptop down, grabbed my keys off the hook, then locked the trailer after me. 

I stepped outside to find Sam and Elise screaming over whether they should take whole wheat or white hot dog buns to the bonfire. I ignored them and jumped into my car.

The passenger door opened. Nate climbed in. “What? You weren’t going to give me a call before we left for the bonfire?”

I poked his arm. “The bonfire is here in the trailer park. I’m just going to pick up Wren. She went to a movie with some friends.”

“Hmm, she talk about any boyfriends?”

“Yes, I haven’t met the current one yet. That’s who she’s supposed to be at the movie with.”

“You sound like you don’t like him.”

“Any time she’s reluctant to introduce me, it worries me.”

Nate nodded. “You’re a great big sister. I hope you know that.”

“I don’t know about that. Obviously not that great since I can’t seem to get through to her about boys.”

Nate shrugged. “I remember someone else who didn’t like to take advice about boys.”

I nodded. “Nola really was the worst, wasn’t she?”

He leaned over and squeezed my knee. “We’re not talking about Nola.” He laughed. “But you’re right. She was the worst.”

I tapped the steering wheel with my thumbs as I backed out of my driveway. “She really was, wasn’t she? Remember Carlton?”

Nate groaned and stretched a hand out behind me on my headrest. “Carlton was so bad.”

“Nola’s so sweet to everyone.”

“Nola thinks she needs to help everyone,” Nate said in an annoyed tone. “Bless her annoying heart, I’m worried that someday she’ll show up and be married with twelve kids on the way.”

“And that the husband will be the biggest loser in the world, taking advantage of her.”

Nate hummed in agreement. “She’s a bleeding heart. She’ll find someone—probably a criminal—decide he needs her help, and then she’ll marry him. We’ll have to have Christmas dinners at the prison.”

I flicked my turn signal on, moving over a lane. “No fruit cake. That could be considered a weapon.”

“True, but it always drove me crazy that Mom made us eat it just to keep Grandma happy.”

“How is your grandma?”

“Going on every senior cruise available. Man, that woman can go.”

I pulled to a stop outside the theater. “And you wonder why you didn’t like sitting in class at college. You. Are. Your. Grandma.”

He propped an elbow against the car door. “I’m not sure how to feel about that statement. It could be the best compliment I’ve ever gotten. That woman can wield a knitting needle.”

My shoulders shook as I laughed. I turned into the theater parking lot.

“Uh oh, something must be wrong.”

I looked where he was pointing, and sure enough, here came Wren, marching out of the theater, looking like she was about to kill someone. Hopefully, it wasn’t me. I didn’t want it to be me. 

“I think she’s going to come kill us where we sit,” Nate commented, giving voice to my thoughts.

“She was on a date...”

Nate frowned. Wren wrenched the door open to the front seat. Her anger abated for a moment as she looked at Nate in surprise. “Oh, sorry. I wasn’t paying attention.”

She slammed the door, almost catching his hand in it, before she climbed into the back seat. She slammed that door as well.

“All right.” Nate turned around so he could face her in the back seat. “Who do I need to kill?”

“What?” For the second time in twenty seconds, the angry look was wiped off her face. Nate was good at that. 

I glanced at her in the rearview mirror as I pulled out of the parking lot. “Go ahead and tell him. Nate is great at killing bad dates.”

“What?” Now Wren was looking at us like we were both crazy.

“She keeps saying that,” Nate stage-whispered.

“Sometimes she doesn’t understand grown-up words,” I whispered back. 

“The only people who are going to get killed tonight are you two. You’re disgusting.”

“I take offense at that remark,” Nate said. Then he took a sniff at his armpit. “Okay, so I should have showered before I jumped in the car, but that’s no reason to call someone disgusting.”

I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw a hint of a smile on Wren’s face.

If Nate wasn’t careful, I’d be climbing all over him when we got back to the trailer. There was nothing sexier than a kind man. He might as well have had a tattoo across his forehead that read Marriage Material.

“It’s a shame you’ll have to hang out with us tonight,” Nate continued. “I mean, look at Riley. Who would actually want to spend time with her? Ugh.”

I slammed the brakes on, Nate’s forehead slamming into the windshield.

“Jokes! I was joking!”

Wren smiled fully in the back seat. “You’re weird. It’s a miracle you still stand a chance with her.”

He turned around to face her, still rubbing his forehead as I turned into the trailer park. “You’ll help me keep her, won’t you?”

“She’s all yours, buddy.” 

Nate turned to me. “Ha! She called me buddy. She likes me, and she said I can keep you, so I like her, too.”

Now, Wren was doubled over, laughing at Nate’s antics.

I parked the car in front of our trailer. “Well, guess what? If you want to keep me, you’re going to have to put on some swim trunks.”

Nate furrowed his brow as he looked at me. “But I thought you said it’s bonfire night...”

“Technically, it’s Weiner Night.”

“Should I put on a Speedo instead?” He waggled his eyebrows up and down.

I smacked him in the chest, and he began wheezing, causing Wren to laugh again. 

“Hey, Wren, have I ever told you about Nate’s full name?”

A large hand clamped over my mouth.

“No—tell me! I need something funny.” Wren grinned.

I bit Nate’s hand. He pulled back with a yelp. “His name is Louis Nathaniel Mercier. You know his sister's name is Nola, right? Sebastian and June are obsessed with all things New Orleans. That’s where Nola came from. As well as Louis, after the St. Louis cathedral. They even got married there!”

“What? That’s awesome! I can’t wait to meet his parents!”

“Trust me, they’re going to love to be around you, too.” Nate admitted through his embarrassment. His eyes were glued to the street where trailer park residents were filing down the road in all types of swimwear. Elise was wearing a sarong, complete with her cigarette dangling from her lips. “Do we have to go to Weiner Night?”

I shut the car off after I pulled into my driveway. “Okay. We’re going to put on our swimsuits. You can get ready and go with us, or you can stay home like a wimp,” I told him sternly.

He held his hands up in surrender. “I’m going, I’m going. Geez, no one can take a joke tonight. Nobody!” he yelled dramatically as he stepped out of the car. “Oh, what a sad world I live in...” 

His words trailed toward us as he continued speaking in an orator voice as he crossed the street.

“He’s good stuff, Riley. You have to keep him.” With that, Wren jumped out of the car and jogged inside.

But what if I wasn’t good enough to keep him?

Because I wasn’t. Maybe in another couple years we could be something, but right now? This? It couldn’t go anywhere. I was still the same trailer-park girl I was when I’d first met Nate and Nola. Maybe that was something that would never change, in spite of my five-year plan. As a matter of fact, I was on year three, and though I was on track with my plan, I didn’t feel any better about my life. It didn’t make sense.

But right now, I had other things I needed to worry about—like why my little sister had been so angry, and why her date had been cut short.

Just as I opened the trailer, Wren came dashing down the steps.

“Wait, I thought we were going to walk there together!”

“Marni said she has some new lip stain for me to try. I’ll walk over with her!”

“But I wanted to talk with—“ I stopped talking because she was already jogging down the street toward Marni’s house.

“Ouch!” I stubbed my toe as I stepped through the doorway. Hobbling toward the bathroom, I changed into my swimsuit that was still damp from washing the car earlier. I grabbed my selfie stick, my giant beach bag that I had stuffed a couple towels and sweatshirts into, then hobbled to the door. 

My toe was still stinging when I knocked on Nate’s door. He opened it, and I enjoyed the shirtless sight of him.

“Quit objectifying me.” He pinched my nose—which he knew I hated—and I smacked those delicious abs of his. 

He asked, “Are we going to Weiner Night or not? Where’s Wren? Did you find out what happened?”

“She’s avoiding me. And trust me, no one is as good at avoiding as Wren is.”

He shut and locked the front door. I shook my head. “I just can’t even with you.”

“What? Are you going to mock me again for basic safety precautions?”

With an exaggerated sigh, I tapped the door with my middle knuckle. “I could kick this door in right now.”

“No, you couldn’t. It’s dead-bolted.”

“Hold this; I’ll show you.” I shoved my purse at him, determined to prove a point and show him how ridiculous he was for thinking he could find a modicum of safety in a trailer.

Instead of taking my purse, he bent down and lifted me in his arms. We were nose to nose as he carried me down the porch steps.

“Ha ha, hilarious, put me down.”

We were skin to skin. I could feel his abs against my stomach.

Instead of putting me down, he lifted me higher until I wrapped my legs around his waist, my giant bag banging awkwardly against both of us.

“I don’t want to replace a door just because you want to prove me wrong. I believe you when you say it won’t keep people out. But guess what? I want to know if someone’s been in there. I don’t want to be surprised by them.”

I rested my chin on his shoulder. His walk was steady and sure-footed even though he carried me. “I guess I hadn’t thought of that.”

He sighed. “You know, sometimes, Riley, people do things that don’t make sense to you. Doesn’t mean it’s wrong.”

“That’s true,” I whispered, thinking of my own reasons for leaving and not telling anyone. Though, the more I thought about it, the less my fears seemed rational, even in my own mind.

“I don’t know where we’re going.” Nate’s voice and rumbling chest jarred me from my thoughts. 

“I can walk. We’re going to the empty lot again.”

“I know you can walk, but this is more fun.” He planted a kiss on my head, and I couldn’t find anything in me to disagree with him.

He walked around the corner, following the noise level.

“Oh wow.” He stopped and set me down on my feet. I turned around to see what he was looking at.

“Welcome to Weiner Night!”

“You just...you just didn’t do it justice.” His eyes flitted around, taking note of the giant bonfire in the middle of the street, the beer pong, the makeshift hot tub in the back of Dean’s truck, and then, of course, the weiner roasters.

“Sensory overload.” He shook his head. “Is Nascar Jim wearing a Speedo?”

I followed his pointing finger. “That would be a yes.”

“There are people swimming in Dean’s truck.” He rubbed at the crease in his forehead. 

I waited for him to turn around and head home in disgust. Instead, he grabbed my hand and said, “Come on, let’s get in on that weiner-throwing contest.”

I was in love. “Only if we can be on the same team.”

“Are you afraid you’ll lose?”

“I’m afraid I’ll be drying your tears after I mop the floor with you...”

He planted a kiss on my forehead. “Maybe we should start with the redneck hot tub then.”

He pulled me through the crowd, and I set down my bag close to the bonfire. We’d be wanting those towels after the hot tub.

Nate waved and chatted with each person he passed. There was no condescension in his voice. Only friendliness. And I was beginning to wonder if he was right. Maybe I had been projecting my own perceptions onto him. 

He really was too good for me.
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Chapter Fourteen

Nate
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I’d survived Weiner Night. I’d successfully survived Weiner Night with my girlfriend. 

She didn’t break up with me. She’d been coming around to the idea—I could tell. She’d seemed more comfortable with me last night. Like she’d finally relaxed enough to simply enjoy being there. Enjoy being with me. 

When I checked my social media while drinking coffee, I spotted Riley’s picture of her sandaled feet near the bonfire with a tagline, “Summer nights with good friends.” The photo was strategically taken to where the bonfire was the central focus, and dark blurs consisted of the people. I wondered what her followers would think if they saw the full picture. 

Nascar Jim taking off his shirt. Sam and Elise arguing over beer pong. Johnny trying to get chummy with Gunrunner Gabe. Marni and Dean making out in the middle of everyone. (That lipstick really did last from what I could see.)

Riley had a hard time turning her mind off and not thinking four steps ahead. While I’d thought she was relaxing at the bonfire, she’d been focused on getting a picture-perfect shot.  She didn’t realize that, in thinking ten steps ahead, she was missing out on the life right in front of her. Right now, she was so focused on creating an alternate life, she hadn’t bothered to do any of the things she pretended to do.

Which was why I’d been especially happy that I was able to talk her into a date again tonight. She’d been hesitant, as if she were trying to summon up her reasons why we wouldn’t work. I used her pause as an assent. 

I needed my sister’s help again. I really needed to drive over and see her in Riverly, but it would be a little difficult to explain what I was doing in Burnside.

Nate: A) Sushi B) Food carts C) Voodoo Donuts D) Melting Pot.

Nola: Are we deciding which one we should eat at first when I come to Portland?

Nate: Noooooo. Which of these is a good casual date option?

Nola: What kind of car does she drive?

Nate: Jeep.

Nola: Voodoo Donuts.

Nate: You can tell that by the car?

Nola: No, but I thought it'd be fun to ask.

Nate: You're the most annoying sister in the world. I hope you're happy with yourself.

Nola: I am. Besides, no donuts or food carts without me, so unless you're planning on a third wheel...

Nate: I never understood that saying. Tricycles run wonderfully with a third wheel.

Nola: And you're fundamentally strange. But I like you.

Nate: I like you too. I'll save you a donut.

Nate: P.S. Dad says to tell you he loves you.
I didn’t want to give Riley time to change her mind, so I hurried over to her trailer and knocked on the door. Wren opened it, looking only mildly annoyed to see me.

“Why the long face?”

“I swear, if you make some joke about a horse, I’m going to punch you in the throat,” she promised.

I grimaced. “Bad day?”

She sighed before she admitted, “Got stood up by a boy.”

“Ah, I see.” I walked past Wren so that I could yell in the trailer. I couldn’t see Riley anywhere, so I had to assume she was in the bathroom. “Well, let’s go, kids! We’re eating donuts.”

“What, me too?” Wren looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Of course you too.”

“Ew, nooo.” Wren pulled a face. “I’ll stay home. You two have fun.”

“I don’t think so.” I ruffled the top of her perfectly wavy hair.

She smacked my hand and narrowed her eyes at me. She looked scarily like Riley in that moment.

“The donuts at the shop in town are disgusting.”

I shook my head at her and gave her my crazy eyes. “I didn’t say we were going to eat the donuts at the shop in town, did I?”

She frowned. “You didn’t?”

“Almost ready!” Riley called from the bathroom at the back of the trailer.

“We’re going to Voodoo Donuts in Portland.”

Wren smiled. “Well, why didn’t you start with that?” 

She grabbed her purse and headed outside. That took a lot less convincing than I thought it would. I would have preferred some more time alone with Riley, but I couldn’t leave Wren behind when her boyfriend had stood her up.

Riley stepped out of the bathroom. Her hair was braided down the side, and she looked summery in a light-orange pantsuit thing. She had on a pair of high heels with lots of straps on them.

“I like your cork shoes.” Ugh, smooth compliment, Nate. Way to remind her you’re not stuck in middle school.

“They’re called wedges, but thanks.” She smiled at my discomfort then glanced around. “Where’s Wren?”

“She’s already in the car.”

Her eyes softened, and she beamed at me. “Thank you. She’s been really down lately. I’ve been worried. And you actually convinced her to come. How did you manage that?”

“I mentioned Portland and Voodoo Donuts.”

“Oh, I see. Well, thank you.” She stopped next to me and tilted her chin toward mine, kissing the corner of my mouth.

Her soft perfume drifted around me. I breathed in deeply and reached out a hand to pull her close when she tried to pull back. I leaned down and kissed her full on the mouth. 

“Don’t think you can get away with those little kisses,” I whispered against her lips.

She smiled and rested her hand against my chest. “Maybe I was testing you.”

“Testing me?”

“To see how much self-control you have.”

“None,” I answered quickly. “I have none where you are concerned.”

I bent down and kissed her again, savoring the moment. The door slammed open. 

“Do I have to drag—oh, geez, put a sock on the door next time,” Wren said sarcastically.

Riley chuckled as she pulled back. “Next time, Wren. I’ll use one of yours.”

“Ugh. We’re going to need a bigger house if you two keep dating.” She turned around and marched out of the trailer.

I bent down to kiss Riley again. She pushed me back with a grin. “She’s just going to march back in here, you know.”

“Why?” I whined as I followed her outside and down the steps. “I thought the sock idea was great!”

We climbed into the car and began our drive to Portland. I didn’t have a chance to have a deep talk with Riley, but spending time with her was enough for me.

On the way home, Wren finally opened up to us about her boy troubles. “I broke up with Jadyn.”

“Good for you!” I said. Riley squeezed my hand in warning. I mouthed an apology.

“Are you all right?” Riley asked her.

“Yeah. You both were right. Some guys just aren’t worth your time. He kept getting mad if I didn’t text him back right away. He got mad when my ex-boyfriend, Mason, held the door for me on a group date.”

Mason was winning my vote.

“I don’t like older guys, I’ve decided.” 

I nudged Riley’s arm where it rested next to mine. “See? Those young guys are where it’s at.”

Riley fought a smile but didn’t win.

Wren continued. “Anyway, I’m not a puppet. If he can’t respect me and the fact that I’m independent, he doesn’t deserve my time.”

“Preach,” Riley said. “You’ll find a good one someday. I promise.”

Riley squeezed my hand, and I almost drove off the road as I tried to look into her eyes.
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Chapter Fifteen

Nate

[image: image]


[image: Succulent]

It had been a hectic few weeks. I’d been gone for three days for a shoot in eastern Oregon. When I got back, I had lots of editing to do and a few quick sessions in Portland. I hadn’t been able to spend as much time with Riley as I would have liked.

Riley told me she and Wren had been spending more quality time together. I guessed it was the girls’-night stage of Wren’s breakup.

But I also wondered if Riley was using it as an excuse to pull back again.

I walked down the street, studying the surrounding houses. I wanted to see what the draw was here without Riley by my side. I wanted to know what she saw in this place. This was where she had run to when she learned she’d be raising her sister. She’d returned to the familiar, even though it didn’t hold good memories for her. It was interesting how people always felt safe in the familiar.

She didn't have to keep living here. She could be part of our family, and this time, I hoped that she’d be part of our family in a more permanent way.

“Nate! How you doing?”

I glanced up and waved to Nascar Jim. He was wearing pants, thank the good Lord above. He also wore a T-shirt with a picture of a potted plant on the front. 

“Doing fine, Jim. How are you?”

“Great! You got some extra time?”

“Er, maybe?”

“Perfect. I could use a little help. I’m trying to mount my bike, but I sprained my wrist the other day, and it keeps giving out on me. I need to change the front tire on it.”

If I couldn’t help a man lift a bicycle when he had a sprained wrist, then I was probably the worst type of human. At least, that’s what Nola would say.

“Alright! Where is it?”

“Oh, I keep it inside. I don’t want the weather to rust it.” 

I nodded. A lot of people kept their bikes inside, especially in Oregon, if you didn’t have a garage or anywhere to park it out of the rain.

“Want me to take my shoes off?” I asked when I reached the top of his small porch.

“Nah, don’t worry about that.” He waved me inside.

I stepped inside the black single-wide and laid eyes on a Nascar museum. Aha. So, he was a die-hard, through-and-through fan. Nascar memorabilia and potted plants lined the shelves and walls. “Wow,” was all I managed to say.

“Yup. Riley has really helped me with my green thumb. That girl can get plants to grow.”

I nodded as I stared at the life-size cardboard cutout of Dale Earnhardt Jr. I was having a hard time looking away from his scarily lifelike eyes.

“All right, it’s right in here.” He led the way around a short, false wall into the kitchen.

There was his bike. In the middle of the kitchen.

His motorcycle.

“This is the bike?” I asked incredulously.

“Yup. She’s a beaut, isn’t she?”

“She is at that.” I stared in awe at the ‘bike’ in the kitchen. No wonder he couldn’t lift it up onto the wood blocks next to it. Even without a sprained wrist, it would take two people.

“So...it’s in your kitchen.”

“Yeah, safest place for it.”

“How—how did you get it in here?”

“Up the steps. That’s how I sprained my wrist.”

I stared at the brick of a man in front of me. I’d written him off as an overweight, middle-aged man. Now that I looked at him, that barrel chest did look pretty solid. That man had muscle. He’d probably snap someone like me in two like a saltine cracker.

I moved to the front of the bike and scooted the wood blocks closer to the bracing point. I didn’t know much about motorcycles, but I’d seen a few mounted in shops before. I was more of a Jeep and truck man. My brief interest in motorcycles had been curbed by my mother, who made me watch a two-hour compilation on YouTube of motorcycle wrecks. By the time I was sixteen, I couldn’t look at a motorcycle without imagining my brains being scrambled across the side of the road. My mom’s methods might have been extreme, but it had definitely cured that daredevil side of me.

“So, you and Riley, huh?” Jim asked as he moved to the other side of the bike. He latched on with one hand. “You dating that girl?”

“I’m trying to,” I said as I grabbed on the other side. We lifted together, and I nudged the wood block beneath it with my foot. It wasn’t nearly as heavy as I was expecting, or Jim was lifting more than me. I couldn’t be sure.

“Help me with the back end, would you?” he asked.

“Sure thing.” I grabbed the second wood block and moved it to the back.

We lifted together; he did most of the lifting again. 

Jim turned around and dug in the toolbox next to the kitchen sink. He set down a hammer on the worktable he had set up next to the bike—his message coming in loud and clear.

“You’ve known Riley long?” I asked him.

“For a few years now, ever since she moved in here.”

“You seem a little protective.” I nodded toward the hammer that had no use in his tire changing.

He grinned. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”

I chuckled, not sure what to say about the backhanded compliment. “My mom always said I was surprisingly smart.”

“My mom never said that about me,” Jim grunted.

I decided not to grace that comment with a reply. “So, you seem to like looking out for Riley.”

He shrugged and pulled out the tools he would actually be using. “She’s a good girl. So is that Wren. They’re good people. We look out for them.”

I nodded. “Has anything happened to them since they’ve been here?”

He tapped a wrench against his palm as he tried to remember. “She got in a bad car wreck a couple years back. She was driving to pick up Wren from school. Someone T-boned her in her small car. Ended up in the hospital for a few days. We all took turns visiting. Sam and Elise took care of Wren. When she came home, a lot of us kept chipping in to help her. We’ve felt like she’s been ours ever since. So, when a stranger comes in here sniffing around, you can believe we’re going to look out for her. Doesn’t matter if he’s a young guy like you, or like that annoying guy who’s always stopping by.”

I straightened up. “What guy are you talking about? Has someone been bothering her?”

“It’s the kid’s dad. Always stopping by, taking things. He stole all the blueberries off my bush last time he was here. Took a cold beer out of Sam’s cellar, too.”

Riley hadn’t mentioned anything about a man bothering her. But now I wondered if there was more to her hiding out here than I realized. Something didn’t add up. Even if she were scared of losing my family, she wouldn’t have left the way she did. Something had to have scared her into running. Besides, why would she stay in Burnside? Why would she stay in a place so close to Riverly, where my family had lived during our high school years?

“You don’t let him bother her, do you?”

“He’s harmless enough, I guess. Just a nuisance. And worthless.”

“But he keeps coming around.” I studied him as he scowled. 

“Yeah, I think he likes to say hi to the kid every once in a while. Not that he’s ever helped them out. Sometimes I think he takes more from them than he helps.” He turned the screwdriver over in his hand. “I wanted to mention him to you so you could keep your eyes open. I’ve decided I like you. And I think you might do a good job of looking out for Riley and Wren. That guy...well, he’s the kind to take a dying man’s last dollar.”

He had to be part of the reason she didn’t want me here. 

Jim set down the screwdriver. “If you see him coming, make sure to tie down anything you don’t want taken.”

I headed to the door. “Thanks for that. I’ll keep my eyes out for him.”

I said goodbye and hurried out of the trailer.

So, Wren’s dad was hanging around, making a nuisance of himself. I wondered if that played a part in Riley running away at all.

Had there been anything more sinister going on? I was going to have to find out.

I pulled out my phone and texted Riley. 

Nate: Date tonight?

I stuck my phone in my pocket and walked down the street, past Gunrunner Gabe’s. Past Johnny’s.

My phone buzzed.

Riley: Busy tonight.

I texted her back. 

Nate: Are you avoiding me?

Riley: Yes.

I was almost back to my trailer. 

Nate: It’s way more fun to kiss me than avoid me.

Riley: I don’t have time for kisses.

I glanced at Riley’s trailer as I drew near. There was a lounge chair along the far end of the trailer. Riley lay face-down on it, wearing shorts and a crop top. Her eyes were glued to her phone.

I texted her back.

Nate: Baby kiss me one more time.

Riley: I’m in the middle of something right now.

I tiptoed across the pavement and leaned close to her, planting my hands on both sides of the chair. 

“What are you in the middle of?” I asked quietly.

With a shriek, she rolled onto her back, staring up at me. Her sunhat rolled off the chair. I bent closer to her but didn’t touch her lips with mine.

“So, you’re too busy to kiss me?” I whispered, breathing in the smell of her perfume.

She visibly swallowed. “So...busy.”

Her eyes dropped from mine and focused on my lips that were close to hers.

“You don’t want to date me,” I stated. I dragged my index finger along the inside of her wrist, slowly tracing upward on the inside of her arm. 

“No.” Her arm flexed when I reached her bicep. “I think—“

She cut off when I brought my fingers up to lightly caress her neck.

“Too much.”

“This is too much?” I whispered as I gently caught her earlobe in my hand and gently tugged. 

She took a quick breath. “I have too much to do. I can’t. We don’t fit. I have to think of Wren.” 

Her staccato words were out of place with the look on her face. 

“So, no more kisses?” I asked as I leaned down to kiss her neck.

“Ung.”

“I couldn’t understand that,” I whispered against her skin.

A fist latched onto the back of my hair and pulled my head back up.

“You don’t fight fair,” she said right before she pressed her lips against mine.

I slipped an arm around her waist, pulling her tight against me.

“What about keeping your distance from me?” I grinned against her lips.

“Later.”

I’d have to find out about Wren’s father later, too. Riley effectively distracted me from what I meant to ask her.

A loud cheer finally broke us apart.

Riley sighed as I glanced around. I’d assumed we were sheltered, being at the back end of Riley’s lot.

I glanced toward the street and realized the trailer next to Eldon’s—two houses down from mine—had an unobstructed view from the deck into Riley’s “backyard.”

Marni sat on her deck, swiping on another unnecessary layer of lipstick.

Kristin stood next to her, drinking a coffee with a toddler on her hip. 

Neither had the decency to pretend like they weren’t watching.

“Do you think we’re the only excitement in their lives?” I asked.

“I know we’re the only excitement in their lives.”

“Same time next week!” I yelled as I scooped Riley off the chair, tossing her over my shoulder and carrying her into the trailer. 

Loud catcall whistles followed us.
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Chapter Sixteen

Riley
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Nate had made it impossible to break up with him. Again.

I was tired of fighting myself. Of lying to myself that I didn’t want the relationship to happen.

So, I did the only thing I could. I decided to accept it. To enjoy it. Heck, even embrace it. 

I knew this would end with my heart shattered into dust. I might as well buy an urn to keep my future cremated heart in. But at the moment, I was going to enjoy being with Nate. To build happy memories with him that would endure a lifetime. Little memories I could frame next to that urn.

Which was why we were going on an adventure together. When Nate told me I didn’t live life, it hurt because he was, unfortunately, right. So, I was braving my way to try something new. Something for the fun of it. I wasn’t even going to add it to my social media. It was an adventure for the two of us.

After a day of working for both of us, we piled into my Jeep on an adventure of my choosing. Frank had stopped by at lunchtime to say hi to Wren. He ate my leftover pizza. But his visit had seemed to help lift Wren’s spirits, and she decided she was over her ex and would celebrate by spending the night at Macy’s.

“What are we going to do?” Nate asked from the passenger seat of my Jeep as I turned off the highway onto the same logging road he had taken me on before.

“I don’t know.” I stepped on the gas, drifting around the corner, spitting out gravel. “Isn’t it great?”

Nate grunted. “I take back what I said about you not living. I prefer you go back to the tame version of Riley I recently met.”

“It’s too late. You’ve released the beast.” I locked it into four-wheel drive and turned onto a narrow dirt road leading up the mountainside. 

The tires dug into the mud, climbing with ease. We hit bump after bump. I laughed as I hit the gas at one particular rise.

Nate screamed as we crested the hill, landing into a muddy puddle of water that reached the frame of my car.

“You were so right!” I yelled. “This is the most fun I’ve had in years!”

I kept driving until we reached a small clearing on the top of the hill. I shut the Jeep off and looked around.

Nate clung to the handle. His green face twitched.

I unbuckled my seat belt and leaned over to pry his hands off the door handle. “We’re here.”

“Oh, so this is what heaven looks like,” he said in a staccato voice.

I laced my fingers through his and squeezed. “I think this Jeep needs a name.”

“Rocket of death? Canon of misery?”

“Aren’t you a funny one!” I let go of his hand and climbed out of the rig. “Come on. I want to get a closer look.”

“What, no selfie stick?”

I shook my head and slammed the door. He followed me to the steep side of the mountain. “I want to look. Just for myself.”

“You mean that?” His voice sounded so hopeful.

I nodded. “You were right. I’ve been so caught up in faking it—creating a lie. I didn’t know how much I was believing my own lies until you came along.”

“It’s not all a lie,” he commented softly. “You’ve built a life for you and Wren. A good life. And that’s something to be proud of. But I don’t want you to get to the end of your life and regret that you never got to live it.”

“Stop it, or you’re going to make me cry. Why are you so good to me?” I leaned over and kissed his cheek.

“I imagine you know why,” he chuckled. 

“But you’ve inspired me to stop faking it. No more lies. No more fake travel. From now on, I’m going to live the life I portray.”

He tugged me into his arms. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Of course, I might show me eating greasy nachos, but at least it’ll be real.”

“Come on, I saw a blanket in the back of your car. I’ll set it out for us—if it didn’t fall out on your crazy drive up the mountain.” He kissed me one more time then grabbed the blanket to lay out for us in the pretty meadow.
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My first spur-of-the-moment adventure wasn’t action-packed as it turned out. But it was perfect. Lying on a blanket next to Nate in the grass. No cell service, no noise. It soothed my weary soul.

We chatted a little, but we mostly cuddled in the comfortable silence. It gave me time to sort out my frantic thoughts. 

I propped myself up on my elbow and stared at Nate. I wanted to explain everything.

“Your dad kept his promise to me.”

“What?” Nate looked at me with sleepy eyes.

“He helped me. I think he understood how scared I was. I’d just found out that I was Wren’s legal guardian. I was trying to decide what to do.”

Nate stroked my hair gently as he listened.

“Frank stopped by my dorm. I’d only been around him a few times before, and when he came to talk to me about Wren, he suggested that we live off of the Merciers. He told me of all these business opportunities he could have them invest in that would support us. But that was not the kind of person I wanted to be. It made sense to cut off ties with your family. To focus on Wren and help her have some sort of relationship with her father, but I wasn’t going to be asking for handouts all the time. 

“Your dad stopped by the dorm room that day. He was in the area and decided to surprise Nola and me. He surprised me, all right. I’d just finished the last of my packing. He demanded some answers. Then, he promised that he would keep my secret—only if I would take some money. I guess I ended up mooching off of you guys anyway.”

He shook his head slowly. “Why didn’t he just stop you?”

I stretched my fingers against each other, one at a time. “You know better than anyone else what happens when you try to stop me.”

Nate rubbed a hand against his jaw. “Yes...”

“I’d already made up my mind. Your dad tried to talk me out of it.”

“He knew where you went?”

“No. I told him I was going to Portland—which I was, to pick up Wren. But then I had to figure out what we were going to do. I’d just made it through college, didn’t have a job, and all I had to my name was the generous amount of cash your dad gave me. It was more than enough to buy a trailer to make our home and to pay the cheap rent in a trailer park. I took a job at the market close by. That way, I could walk to work, and I’d be close in case Wren needed anything. She spent her days at school and her afternoons doing sports.

“Then, my social media following grew, and I was eventually able to quit work at the market and focus exclusively on being an influencer. It gave me a lot more freedom to do things with Wren, like actually go watch those games she was playing. Meet her friends. Take her on day trips.”

Nate began massaging my neck as he listened.

“It became safe and comfortable. I felt like I could give her what I never had.  I thought if I just made enough money, we would be all right. Now that I’m making money as an influencer, I think I’m still scared. Scared to mess up. Scared that I’ll traumatize my baby sister.”

He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me tight against his chest. “You’re not messing up. You’re the best person Wren could be with. But this pressure you’re putting on yourself? It’s going to make you snap if you’re not careful.”

“I know. But I don’t know how to make it stop,” I whispered against his chest.

He gently stroked my hair. “You take it one day at a time. And right now, today, your sister is having fun at her best friend’s house. Safe. And you are sitting on a mountaintop. With your boyfriend.”

“Why is ‘boyfriend’ such an annoying word?” 

“Because boyfriends usually are annoying?”

“You’re so helpful.” I laughed at his suggestion. “But boyfriend is just so...boyish. You’re not a boy anymore.”

He cleared his throat and spoke in an extra-deep voice. “Thank you for noticing that.”

“There’s got to be something better than that. Man-friend. Man-partner. Man-love.”

“You know, I’m going to stop you right there and suggest you get over the word boyfriend, because I’m not responding to any of those.”

“What am I supposed to call you then?”

“Well, I always liked it when you called me Nate.”

“That’s your name, silly.”

“It has a nice ring to it.”

“My Nate. I guess I’m okay with it. As long as you know you’re mine.”

His arms tightened around me. “You’re not going to give me up?”

“Not a chance. You didn’t leave when you had the chance. You’re stuck with me now.”

I could practically hear his grin from where I lay against his chest.

I didn’t know how long we stayed that way. We sat staring at the sun until it was only a glowing ridge.

“Riley.”

I turned to look at him.

“Nola’s getting married.”

I had to fight the urge to vomit. Nola was getting married. It had only been a matter of time. But this...this was no warning. I routinely checked up on her social media to find out what she was up to. There had been no warning of anything. 

“Come to the wedding.”

“What?” I croaked. 

“I want you to go to the wedding with me. They’re getting married soon.”

I shook my head and attempted to stand up. “Not a good idea.”

“It’s a good idea.”

“No. I just... I can’t, Nate. It’s too much. If they find out, they’ll—“

“If they find out, they’ll what? Be overjoyed? Smother you in hugs? Wonder where you’ve been for the last couple years? Yeah, that’s generally what family does.”

I stood up, brushing the grass from my legs. “No, Nate. I can’t. Nola would never forgive me. Your parents.”

I shook my head and marched back to the Jeep.

Nola was getting married. We’d promised each other that we would be there next to each other on our wedding days. And now she was getting married, and I wouldn’t have a part in it. 

I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the car. The drive back down the mountain was especially tense. The silence felt heavy in the air—not like the comfortable silence we shared on the mountain top.

“You’re going to have to take a good long, hard look at yourself, Riley. Because I want to be your Nate. But I also want you to be my Riley. I don’t want to be your dirty little secret. And I know I can’t keep you a secret for long.”

With that, he climbed out of the car and shut the door.

And me? I laid my forehead against the steering wheel and cried.
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Chapter Seventeen

Nate

[image: image]


[image: Succulent]

I’d hoped Riley would change her mind and come with me to Nola’s wedding.

Except she didn’t. I couldn’t exactly go in her trailer and drag her out, no matter how tempting it was. This was something she was going to have to work through on her own. I could stand by her side and support her, but there were some dragons she was going to have to slay on her own.

I planned on being early to the wedding. I hadn’t seen Nola in a couple months, and I’d never met Bane. With that in mind, I dressed early, combed my hair, and made a travel cup of coffee for the road. 

Riverly was less than an hour away, but I didn’t want to waste time stopping at a coffee shop.

“Hello there!” A voice distracted me from locking my front door. I turned around and found a tall man standing in my driveway. I didn’t recognize him, but that didn’t mean much. I didn’t spend much time on the far side of the trailer park.

“Hello,” I said as I climbed down my stairs. “How’s it going?”

“Great! Say, I can’t help but notice you look like a guy going places.”

I glanced down at my suit. It did seem a little out of place in front of my single-wide. “Yup. I’m going—“

“You don’t want to go there,” he cut in. “I’ve got an even better business opportunity for you. Have you heard of multi-level marketing?”

“Do you mean a pyramid scheme?”

“No, no, no, nothing like that. This company is designed to make money for everyone, down to the lowest entry.”

“I’m actually doing fine. Don’t need a job.” I wondered if it would be considered assault to elbow past him and climb into my car. 

“No, trust me, you’ll regret not getting in on this for the rest of your life. This company is in on a groundbreaking product. We’re constantly selling out, and you can earn a high commission as long as you join my team.”

“You know, I’m going to have to pass on that,” I started to say.

The man took my coffee cup out of my hand and thrust a magazine at me. “Here. I’m not a pushy guy, so I’ll let you make the decision all for yourself. But I know you’ll be giving me a call soon. I wrote my number on the back. You have a good day now. I’m going to run over and say good morning to my daughter.” 

I watched in fascination as he crossed the street and walked up Riley’s driveway.

Peculiar. I glanced down at the magazine in my hand. Composting toilets. The next big job. 

Wow. That was painful to read. I unlocked my car and climbed in. I was halfway to Riverly when I looked at my empty cupholder and realized I didn’t have my coffee. I wondered briefly if I had left it on my kitchen counter, then I remembered the salesman was still holding it when he walked away.

Now, I really was going to be late to the wedding, because I needed a coffee.
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When I arrived at the wedding, I stood at the back of the seated guests, unsure where to go. I didn’t recognize any of the other people there. However, there was a large white dog roaming around who looked like he wanted to plant some dirty paws on my suit.

I couldn’t believe Nola hadn’t bothered to introduce me to her fiancé—or even mention him, for that matter. Dad told me it was a story I would only understand if I heard it in person. 

Mom walked around the corner of the house, and her face lit up when she saw me. “Louis! You’re here. I was so worried you were going to be late.”

“To my one and only sister’s wedding? I don’t think so.”

Mom hugged me and planted a big kiss on my cheek. “You look so handsome.”

She grabbed my shoulders. “Did she come?”

“What?”

“Your date!”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Mom.”

“I’m talking about the girl you’ve been dating. Nola said you’ve even been asking her for advice. We were all hoping you would bring her today.”

Acid churned in my stomach. “Erm, no. She couldn’t make it.”

The music sounded, and the last few standing guests filed to their seats. “Who are all these people, Mom?”

“They’re people from the neighborhood and some of Nola and Bane’s friends.”

I scanned the crowd. I spotted Sharon and Rob, Riley’s foster parents. They had a row full of children with them. The music played, and a man stepped out from the sliding glass door. It must have been the officiant. He was much too old for Nola—I hoped.

“That’s not—“ I stopped when another man followed the first outside. That had to be Bane. “Well, he’s not too bad.”

“He’s as sweet as sugar is what he is. And if you even think of being mean or picking on him like you used to do to all of Nola’s and Riley’s boyfriends, I will personally come after you.”

Some things never change. That feeling of petrified fear when faced with your mother’s threats—no, promises? Yeah, that feeling was still real.

I mock-saluted her. 

“Behave yourself. He really is a good man. Your father has gotten to know him quite well, and you know how hard to please he is.”

“That’s true. If Dad’s willing to let this schmuck marry Nola, he must be a good one.”

Mom patted my arm. “I’m so glad we’ll finally be together as a family today. You don’t have to hurry away for work or anything like that, do you?”

“No, Mom, I’m all yours.”

“Oh, thank goodness, because I’m going to need someone to hand me clean tissues. I already feel like crying. My baby’s getting married. Usher me to our seats up front.”

Mom didn’t even make it halfway down the aisle without a couple of tears taking a leisurely stroll down her cheeks.

We took our seats in the front row. 

The background music played. Eventually, a single bridesmaid walked up to stand across from the only groomsman. 

Bane looked uncomfortable and impatient, like at any moment he might march back to the house and see what was keeping Nola.

And then the bridal march was playing. Nola wasn’t one to shirk tradition. I was a little surprised she’d opted for such a small backyard wedding, but it felt cozy and real. Less production-oriented and more relationship-focused. And when Bane’s eyes landed on her, I knew he’d be a perfect fit. He stared at her like she hung the stars.

This was not how I’d envisioned finally welcoming a new brother to the family.

I’d expected to get to ask him exactly four-hundred million questions. If he passed those, then I would move on to telling him every possible embarrassing story about Nola.

But apparently, Dad was the only one who had gotten to know him before they decided to get married. 

I was told I should pretend like I knew Bane well. This was supposed to be a vow renewal ceremony. Only Bane and our family knew they were getting married for the first time.

What kinds of friends were these that they didn’t realize what was going on?

The wedding ended, and I found myself walking Mom back up the aisle, Dad trailing behind us.

Bane and Nola waited for us inside Dad and Mom’s house. It was Dad’s semi-retirement present to my mother. (Because honestly that man would never completely retire.)

Nola reached up and wrapped her arms around me. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. I was so worried with it being such short notice. I just wanted you here so badly.”

She rocked me back and forth as if I were a small child, not her brother who was a good four inches taller.

“I missed you, Nols. You didn’t come visit me like you said you would.”

She let me go and glanced over her shoulder at Bane. “I was a little busy.”

“Don’t look at me.” Bane shook his head. “I didn’t know your brother lived so close.”

I leaned around Nola and held my hand out to Bane. “Since my sister will probably never introduce us, I’m Nate.”

“Bane.” He shook my hand. It was a good handshake, and it made me immediately like him.

Nola pinched my arm. “Did you bring a date?”

“Hey, this is your day. This is about you guys, not me.”

The door burst open, and the wedding guests filtered in. Could fifty people fit in a house? We were about to find out.

Nola and Bane got pulled away by friends and family, and I stepped out of the way of the stampede out of pure self-preservation.

I found Dad in the corner, a cold beer in his hand. He handed me one. He must have had it stashed in his pocket for a rainy day.

“What do you think of Bane?” I asked him as I cracked the lid off.

“Honestly...I couldn’t have picked better if I’d done it myself.”

I could feel my eyebrows competing against each other for the highest perch on my forehead. My dad rarely approved wholeheartedly of anyone. “Come again?”

“He values your sister. He protects her over and over again. Oh, remind me to tell you about the dog burglar. He’s a real estate agent. He’s a budgeter. He cleans up after your sister. He brings out a lighter side to her. He loves her kids. What more could I ask for?”

“Where can I find one?” I joked. 

Dad smirked. “I think you’ve already found yours.”

I took a long sip, hoping he’d let it go. He didn’t.

“You’ve found her, haven’t you?”

“How do you always do that?”

“Because your mother told me you had a special someone in your life. And you’ve been texting me more, asking questions.”

“This world is full of people! It could have been literally anyone else.”

Dad shook his head. “But not for you. You’ve loved Riley for as long as I can remember.”

“How come you never said anything?”

“And embarrass my high-school-aged son? Yeah, no thanks. I might be dumb, but I’m not stupid.”

“Well, when you put it that way...”

We stood there quietly, watching the people milling around Dad’s living room. 

“She’s something, Dad. She’s—she’s only gotten better.”

“That’s called maturing.”

“She’s still just as funny, smart. But there’s something else. She’s softer and harder at the same time. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like the years have only refined her to perfection. She’s soft and kind to the people who deserve it, and fiercely protective of them.”

“What happened to her temper?” Dad asked.

“It’s still there. I had to dig a little to find it, but it came out. She tried to throw me out of my house.”

Dad grinned ear to ear. “She probably was a little surprised to see how much you’ve grown.”

“She—I think she was surprised. Surprised to like me.”

“What does she think now?”

“She wants to be with me but is scared of it at the same time.”

“You’re not going to be able to fix her.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I set my beer bottle down on the counter a little too loudly. “She’s perfect.”

Dad just shook his head. “Her fears. Those aren’t going to go away, son. Those are a part of her. Don’t try to fix her. It will only make her run farther and faster. The best thing you can do is listen to those fears. Reassure her that you won’t leave. Again and again. Where some people might be fine hearing it once from their partner, Riley is going to need that reassurance verbally, physically, and emotionally for the rest of her life.”

“Are you saying I shouldn’t date her?”

“No. You know we love Riley. I’m only telling you the things I’ve learned over a long life. Some things people deal with aren’t things that go away. She had a tough start in life. That will affect her for the rest of her life. I’m only warning you to tread lightly. Don’t make her feel like her fears are her fault.”

I picked up my beer and drained the last of it. “You know, Dad, every once in a while, you come up with some pretty good stuff.”

Dad grinned. “Don’t tell your mother. She’ll expect better conversations out of me.”

I smiled and took Dad’s empty bottle from him. 

“I’m going to go try to talk with the happy couple again.”

“You mean that happy couple?” He pointed at Bane and Nola where they were dashing out the front door.

“Wait, they’re leaving? Already? They didn’t even stay for their own reception.”

“They’ve been living together for a couple months. I’d say they’re ready to get away on their honeymoon,” he chuckled.
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Chapter Eighteen

Riley
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“Why are you covered in chip crumbs?” Wren asked as she dropped her purse on the counter and shut the front door. She just got back from going to dinner with Frank at the fast-food restaurant around the corner. He’d probably had a coupon. After a long day of going around the trailer park, trying to get recruits for his latest money-making scheme, he decided he was hungry and wanted to treat his daughter to dinner.

“No reason,” I mumbled as I shoved another handful of barbecue chips in my mouth.

“You’re moping,” Wren stated.

“I’m not moping!” I cried. I was moping. I was a wreck of a person who was too scared to love someone—someone amazing and perfect in every way. I was going to light my five-year plan on fire. It didn’t matter anymore.

Wren stomped over and wrenched the bag of chips from my hand. “I’m cutting you off. You’re going to go get dressed and go to the wedding with Nate.”

“It’s already over!” I sobbed like a disgusting little wretch, spewing snot and chip crumbs everywhere. “It was a morning wedding.”

Wren sighed and sat down next to me. “I’m not sure when I became the responsible one out of the two of us, but it’s obvious you need someone to set you straight.”

“Set me straight?”

“Yes. First of all, you’re going to stop moping. Second...” She paused and took a sniff. “You’re going to shower.”

She reached over and picked a chip out of my hair. 

“Third...“

“How many things do I have to do?”

She glared at me. “Third, you are going to announce to the world that you are dating Nate Mercier. You’re going to call Nola. You’re going to tell her everything. We are going to go and do anything we want. I’m so tired of thinking about what Frank will think or do. You know what? Forget him.”

“But he’ll be asking the Merciers for money. He’ll be asking us for money if he knows we’re around them.” I was secretly worried he’d use Wren as leverage.

“How many times do we make our decisions based on what he could do?”

She wasn’t wrong. And that was what hurt. When did our lives turn into walking on eggshells? When did we stop living because we were worried he might use Wren as a bargaining tool to get favors and money from people?

“Riley. He doesn’t want to raise me. Sure, he likes to swing by and say hi, steal our lemonade and cookies, but he doesn’t want a kid. That would cost too much money. Heck, even if he did decide he wanted me, the courts would probably see him as neglectful.”

“But you never even lived with him...”

Wren grinned. “Exactly. All manner of neglect there. Besides, he doesn’t need me for anything. Stop worrying about me for one minute and think about what you would do if it were only you.”

If it were only me, I’d stand on the rooftops and tell the world that Nate was mine.

“Exactly.”

I moaned. “Did I say that out loud?”

Wren spun around and rested her head on the pillow and laid her legs across my lap. “You’re going to have a boyfriend. And that boyfriend is going to be Nate. I can’t handle having a grumpy old single lady as my guardian. You need him. I need him. He gives great advice on boys, you know.”

“I know,” I cried, thinking of all those times growing up when he’d advised me on which boys weren’t worth my time. He’d been right every single time. Now that I knew he liked me, I realized he might have been overzealous in steering me away from them. But that only made it that much sweeter.

“He likes me. No—he loves me.”

Wren let out a long breath as she leaned her head back against the couch. “Oh boy, this is going to be a long night.”

She wasn’t wrong. I fell asleep in a pile of chip crumbs and lemonade stains.

The next morning, I felt so much better.  Taking a shower didn’t hurt either. Wren wasn’t going to hate me if I got into a relationship. In fact, her ultimatum was more along the lines of, “Date him, or else.”

My hair still wrapped in a towel, I pulled out my day planner and flipped to the correct date.

I grabbed one of my color-coded markers and wrote Date Nate Mercier in the top priority box.

Capping the pen, I set it down and studied the words on the page. I picked up a second colored marker and wrote Stop living in fear of what could be.

With a final pep talk to myself, I closed the notebook and headed out the door. It had been three days since I’d spoken to Nate. Nola was married now. And I’d missed her wedding. But I wouldn’t miss out on the life in front of me. 

Nate would not be my dirty little secret. And I was going to tell him. Right after I bribed my way into his house.
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Chapter Nineteen

Nate
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Knock, knock, knock.

I stopped unpacking my bag and walked into the living room to open my front door.

Riley stood on my porch, a paper bag in one hand and a drink tray in the other.

“I come bearing a peace offering.”

I nodded slowly and opened the door wide, letting her in. She made her way to the beanbag couch and sat down. “When are you going to let me decorate this place?”

I didn’t say anything, just sat down next to her. I didn’t know what to say. I’d made things clear. I knew what I wanted out of our relationship. Now it was up to her.

She passed me a milkshake cup then opened the bag of fries. 

She got right to the point. “I don’t want you to be my dirty little secret anymore.”

“You don’t?” I sipped the caramel milkshake she’d handed me.

“No.” She popped the lid off of her cup and dipped a fry in the chocolate. “You were right to be mad. I would have felt the same way in your place.”

I reached over and dipped a fry in her shake.

“But Nate, I’m scared. I’m scared of what will happen when Nola finds out. I’m worried about what Frank will say when he finds out.”

I reached over and took the cup and bag from her hands, setting them down on the floor. I tugged her close to my chest. “It’s okay to be scared. But Riley, you can’t keep living your life in what-ifs.” I felt her head nod against my chest. “You can’t let those fears win. You’re too young to give up on life.”

“I’m not giving up on life. I’m keeping my sister safe.”

“Have you talked to her?”

Riley mumbled against my shirt.

“I couldn’t hear what you said.”

She groaned. “I talked to her last night.”

“And what did she say?” Though, I was sure I knew the answer. Wren wasn’t a coward.

“She said Frank could go to Antarctica for all she cared. She said we should be out living our lives, not waiting on a plan. Which only makes me think I’ve been a horrible guardian these past couple years!” 

I leaned back and placed a hand on either side of her face. “You have not been a horrible guardian. You’ve done what you needed to do to take care of your sister. However, now you have a boyfriend who wants to help you. And you have a family who wants to take care of you. Dad and Mom are ready for you to come home. Dad wants you for Christmas—he even promised to not cheat at Monopoly. They want to meet Wren.”

“You didn’t tell Nola yet, did you?”

“No, I was waiting until you wanted me to. I made you a promise. I’m not going to break that.”

“Thank you.”

“You know, you coming over here has completely ruined my persuasive speech I’ve been working on.”

She looked at me with a sparkle in her eyes. “Don’t let that stop you. I’d like to hear this speech you’ve been working on.”

“I don’t know if you’re ready for this speech.”

“Oh, please. Just give me the speech.”

I cleared my throat—three times. Riley squirmed impatiently.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Imagine we’re walking through a dark fog. There’s only one flashlight.”

She frowned. “Why aren’t there two flashlights? I would have packed a second one.”

I held a hand over her mouth to stop any other unneeded outbursts.

“We’re walking in the fog, and I’m the only one who can see, but you don’t want to take my hand because you want to prove that you can find your way out of the woods by yourself. So, you don’t take my hand. What happens?”

“I probably stay lost in the fog.”

“Knowing you, you’d find a way out, but it’s going to take you way longer than if you had taken my hand and we both used the light to find our way. If you take my hand and stretch out your hand to the person behind you, then the three of us will make it out of the woods together.”

“So, what you’re saying is that not everything is a competition.”

“I’m saying not everything is better alone. And you know that I value being alone. But there comes a point where it’s okay to rely on the people around you.”

Riley sat there, staring at me.

“Well, what did you think about my speech?”

She grinned. “I’m glad I decided to keep you before I heard that speech.”

“Oh really? I worked hard on that.” I pulled her closer and began tickling her ribs mercilessly. “So, you don’t like my speeches?”

She shrieked and flailed at me, trying to escape my hold. I’d forgotten how quick she was—and how bony those elbows were. 

“Ouch!” I let her go after one extra-hard elbow caught me under the chin.

She hurried to her feet. “I’m not apologizing for that. You started it.”

“That’s true. And I can finish it.” I made a half-hearted grab for her that she easily dodged.

She headed to the kitchen, and I followed her, pulling out the coffee supplies.

“Do we drink coffee after a milkshake?” Riley asked.

“Yes, all the time is coffee time.”

“So...Wren’s dad.” 

“You met him, didn’t you?”

“Yup. I think he took my favorite travel coffee mug.”

“You’ll never see it again.” Riley shook her head. “He used to come into the market when I worked there. He’s the kind of guy who literally, every time, empties out the “take a penny, leave a penny” container. He was a big motivator for me to move when Wren came to live with me.”

“You think we haven’t met other people like him?”

I tossed my hair over my shoulder. “But they weren’t people you’d have to deal with on a regular basis. He’s Wren’s dad. I can’t just tell him to go take a hike.”

“Why not?” He shrugged when he saw my glare. “Okay, well, I see your point. But I think you’re going to be surprised at how he doesn’t care. He’s probably forgotten all about us.”

Riley grimaced. “I wouldn’t count on that. You might not like me when you have to deal with him.”

“Why don’t you let me worry about that?”

She propped herself up on an elbow and studied my face before she answered, “I think I will.”
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Chapter Twenty

Riley
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Wren and I sat next to each other on the couch, watching episode 549 of our favorite BBC show.

“We really need to branch out,” I said as I grabbed a handful of popcorn.

“Let’s start that one Turkish show we’ve heard so much about,” Wren suggested. 

“You know I don’t like subtitles.”

“Well, I guess you’ll just have to learn Turkish then, because that’s the show that I want to watch next.”

I glared at her. “You’re annoyingly stubborn sometimes. Why can’t we pick another country where we can understand what they’re saying? Does Ireland produce any shows?”

She pulled the bowl of popcorn out of my hands. “We’re going to watch the show. You’ll get used to the subtitles.”

As the current show ended on the laptop, Wren leaned forward and began typing away. Eventually, a show appeared on the screen. Bright colors and a catchy theme song greeted me. I didn’t want to like it, but I had to admit, even the opening credits were pulling me in.

But then a loud knock interrupted the new show. I paused it and looked at Wren. “Was Macy coming over tonight?”

Another loud knock echoed through the trailer. Wren shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“It’s me, Frank!” a voice called.

We both groaned. “Quick, hide your wallet.”

Wren closed the laptop, and I grabbed both of our purses from the countertop. We carried our precious loot to the bedroom, and lifting the queen-size bed, we hid it in the cubby beneath there. 

“Phew, that was a close one. Good thing he knocked.” I sighed. Wren nodded and went to the front door. 

Wren whispered, “He was already here this week. Why’s he back so soon? We could pretend like we’re not home.”

“My Jeep’s kind of hard to miss.”

Wren’s shoulders sagged as she opened the door. “Hi, Frank, how—“

Wren’s words cut off abruptly as she looked past Frank.

At the bottom of the stairs stood a woman who was smiling so broadly I wondered how her teeth managed to stay in her mouth. Her blonde hair had a tint of orange to it.

Frank climbed down the steps to stand by her. Frank was not a small man, not by any stretch of the imagination. Well over six feet tall, he had a broad chest, and his middle wasn’t exactly flat. But the woman next to him was at least a foot shorter than him. And wider. And happier, judging by the look in her eye.

“Wren,” Frank said. “I’d like you to meet my fiancée. Tia. Tia, this is my daughter, Wren. And this is Riley.”

Tia didn’t pay attention to Frank.

“Oh, you precious little darling.” The woman swallowed Wren up in a hug the second she reached the bottom steps, patting her back and squeezing her tightly. For a moment, I thought I’d have to save Wren from suffocation in that ample bosom.

When Tia finally released her, Wren had a look of horror stamped on her face.

“You are just so beautiful.” She grasped Wren’s cheeks in her hands, squishing her lips together. “I’ve been so excited to meet you.” She released Wren and turned toward me. “Oh, come here, honey. I’m happy to meet you, too!” I barely escaped her smothering hug by grabbing our lemonade pitcher off the counter and thrusting a cup toward her when I descended the stairs. “Lemonade? Why don’t we sit down out here and get to know each other?”

Wren—not so discreetly—shut and locked the door to the trailer.

“You’re just so sweet. You belong in Southern Living magazine,” Tia said as she pinched my cheek. She sat down on the wicker couch, and Frank sat down beside her. 

It creaked ominously.

We sat there in silence, Tia smiling ridiculously at us and, every once in a while, leaning across the distance to pat Wren’s arm.

“We’re getting married,” Frank announced without preamble.

Wren caught my eye and winked. “Wow. Congratulations, Frank. I hope you guys will be happy,” Wren said magnanimously. I smiled through clenched teeth. Wife number six. She must have some money or something to lure Frank in. He only ever tried to marry someone who could give him something in return.

“I’m just so happy,” Tia gushed. “I can’t wait to be one big happy family. I’ve already bought my wedding dress, and I can’t wait to see you two in your bridesmaids’ dresses.”

I choked on the last sip of lemonade. “Bridesmaids’ dresses?”

“Yes, I picked polka dots. Isn’t that so perfect?”

Wren looked positively horrified. I couldn’t tell if it was because of having to be in the wedding or having to wear polka dots.

I tried my best to salvage the situation. “You know, I’m not sure it’s the greatest idea to have us in the wedding. Wouldn’t it be better for it to be just you and Frank? That way, you can be the center of attention.” I smiled and hurried on at her confused look. “The way it should be. The bride and groom. Just you two. Alone. At the front of the ceremony. With no bridesmaids.”

I kept nodding, hoping she’d agree.

“Oh no, honey, I’m so happy to be adding two more girls to my family.”

This did not sound good. Frank never said a word, just kept drinking lemonade. 

“Two more girls?” Wren finally asked.

“Oh, sweetie pie, Frank hasn’t told you?”

Frank hadn’t even mentioned Tia to us, much less her girls. 

“I have four girls! I know you’ll all get along wonderfully. We’ll be one big happy family.” 

Wren looked like she might be sick. 

Yeah, that wasn’t happening. I stood up. “Oh, I just remembered—Wren!”

Wren looked at me sharply.

“Remember our appointment?” I raised my eyebrows so high that they might have been touching my hairline.

“That important appointment!” Wren nodded enthusiastically. “We can’t be late. See you, Frank. Tia, nice to meet you.”

I grabbed the pitcher of lemonade and carried it inside, grabbed my purse, then headed outside. I locked the door—again. I’m sure Nate would never have let me hear the end of it if he saw me locking the door, but if Frank was still hanging around, there was no telling what he would “help” himself to. One time, he cleared out our entire toilet paper stash.

Wren and I waved—maybe a little too happily—at Frank and Tia as I put my Jeep into reverse, did some expert maneuvering to get around Tia’s giant SUV, and backed us all the way out of our street, not bothering to turn around until I got to another side street.

Wren doubled over with laughter. “How in the world did he end up with her? She’s awful!”

“Okay, let’s not be too mean. She probably meant to be kind.”

Wren looked at me with a deadpan look in her eye. “I’m disowning you. You’re not getting a single penny from me when I die.”

And then we both cackled like crazy people as we peeled out of the trailer park.
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Wren and I ended up going to the theater and watching a scary movie. It was a poor choice. I ended up lying in bed, texting Nate late into the night, until he finally asked what was wrong. He kindly came over and slept on our couch at two in the morning. 

“Hey, I’ll make breakfast,” Nate offered when we finally dragged ourselves out of bed. “Sam and Elise have been giving me lessons.”

I kissed his cheek and squeezed past him into the kitchen. “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll make breakfast.” 

I pulled out three different types of cold cereal and a gallon of milk. “Ta-da.”

Nate chuckled and squeezed my hip when he leaned past me to grab a bowl out of the cupboard. “You little chef extraordinaire.”

“Don’t knock it ‘til you try it.” 

We sat down to breakfast, ate in relative silence, thanks to the late night of worrying what was under our bed, then Wren headed over to Marni’s to help do a bride’s wedding makeup. I wondered what the women thought when they pulled into the trailer park to get their wedding makeup done. But you couldn’t argue with the magic Marni conjured up.

Once she left, I got ready for the day while Nate did—well, I’m not sure what he ended up doing, but when I came out of the bathroom, he’d made another pot of coffee and had his laptop open, editing photos.

I sat down next to him and opened my laptop. I needed to put the finishing touches on my social media marketing course. 

“I told Dad to tell Nola and Bane this morning,” Nate said in between clicks.

The air seemed thinner in the trailer. Someone must have been sucking the oxygen out with a garden hose or something like that. It was the only reasonable explanation why I was having difficulty breathing.

“Right. Right.” I smiled brightly. “That’s great. Thanks for doing that for me.”

“Stop smiling like a drunk monkey. It’s okay to be nervous.”

He set both of our laptops down and pulled me against his chest, wrapping those long arms around me and holding me close. “This is nice,” I said.

“I know; I’m pulling out all the stops on this hug.”

“Well, you’re doing great. As far as hugs go, I’d give it a ten out of ten.”

“Was it the small back circles that made a difference or the intermittent squeezes?”

“I think a combination of the two. And you smell good. Hugs aren’t as beneficial when you have to hold your breath.”

“You’re a goof.” He leaned back. “Why don’t I pour you some coffee? Sound good?”

“Yes, please.” He pressed a kiss against my forehead and busied himself making coffee for me.

A knock sounded on the door. I turned around three times, trying to decide what to do—where to stand, where to sit. How to not look like the world’s biggest coward who ran away. I settled on taking both our laptops into the bedroom then trying to quickly polish my coffee pot.

Nate squeezed my shoulder reassuringly as he walked past and opened the door.

“We were expecting you.”

Nola and the man with her stepped through the doorway. My trailer was growing smaller by the second. How many people could you fit in a travel trailer before you screamed hysterically? Was a trailer big enough to handle a possibly irate best friend?

She looked great. She’d matured in the past couple of years. Her features were more refined—along with her eyeliner. Her brown hair had grown out of the short, A-line haircut she’d had the last time I saw her.

She stopped in front of me, the man with her standing right behind her. They made a formidable couple.

Nola dropped her purse and launched herself at me. I caught her just like I had every other time she’d launched herself at me. It didn’t matter that she was several inches taller. She still acted like I was as tall as her brother.

“You’re alive!” Her arms tightened around my neck. I wouldn’t be for long if she kept this up. 

My face heated as I realized tears were running freely down my cheeks. I tried to take a deep, steadying breath. I furiously blinked at the tears. But it was too late. I couldn’t stop the floodgates. 

“You don’t even know how happy I am to see you,” Nola said as she held onto me. “You have to tell me everything. Everything.” 

“I will, Nola. It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you.” My voice wobbled like a first-time tight-rope walker. This was not good. I was turning into a crier.

Nola still didn’t let go. We stood there a few more minutes before the man who came with her walked over and pried Nola’s arms from around my neck.

His face was close to mine as he did so. He smiled. “Hi. How are you? I’m Bane.”

“I figured you might be.” I smiled back through my watery eyes. Once he peeled Nola loose—she acted as though he did that type of thing every day; maybe he did—we sat down on the futon together. 

Nola and I sat in the middle. Nate sat down next to me, and then Nola pulled Bane onto the couch next to her. 

“Where have you been? What happened?” Her hands latched onto my face and squeezed my cheeks together. 

“Whish wsh fishter,” I tried to say.

“Why didn’t you call? Have you been hurt?” She squeezed my cheeks tighter.

“Mmnu,” I managed. I could feel Nate shaking with laughter next to me. 

Bane’s hands covered hers and gently pulled them down. “Nola. If you want answers, you’re going to have to let her talk.”

Poor Bane. He probably didn’t realize this was perfectly normal Nola behavior. I knew what I was getting into when I told Nate I was ready to explain everything to her.

“Oh, you’re right. Sorry.” This time she latched onto my hand and held on.

Now I couldn’t stop grinning like a fool. “I’m just so happy to see you, Nola. You look so good. And you’re married—to that!”

Nola practically bounced up and down in her seat. “I know. I can’t wait for you to get to know each other. You’re going to love him.”

“I’m sure I will.”

“And you’re here with—“ Nola’s eyes latched onto Nate, seemingly for the first time. “Louis Nathaniel Mercier.”

Nate tugged me a little closer, probably hoping I’d provide some type of barrier between him and his sister. 

“Before you get too angry, remember the first time I met your husband was at your wedding!”

Nola scrunched up her nose. “I don’t like it when you use my actions against me.”

She turned her attention back on me. “Where have you been? What have you been up to?”

The front door flew open with a bang. “Why is Gabe parked in our driveway—oh.”

Wren stopped just inside the door. “I’m guessing that isn’t Gabe parked in the driveway.”

“Who’s Gabe?” Nola asked.

“She thought you were the Gunrunner,” Nate offered unhelpfully.

“What?” Nola laughed.

Bane scooted forward. “Are you in trouble?”

Wren’s eyes bounced back and forth between the four of us. “You know, I discontinued couples therapy sessions last month. If you’d called ahead, I would have given you the discount for extra-troubled cases.” 

Nola smiled. “Who are you?”

Wren kicked off her shoes. “I’m the dirty little secret.”

I felt my heart flutter. Wren knew all about Nola and Nate. I knew she’d wanted to meet them. But now I only felt an incredible sense of guilt that I’d kept Wren a secret. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel like a dirty little secret.

“No. She’s not the dirty little secret. She’s my sister. And you’re going to love her, Nola. Just like I do.”

“Your sister? The one you always talked about? And snuck away to visit?” Nola asked excitedly.

I nodded.

Wren pulled out a chair from the kitchen table. “So. You’re the famous Nola.” She smiled at Nola then turned her attention toward Bane. “Who are you?”

“I’m the infamous Bane.”

“Well, at least you’re cute, so you have that going for you.” She shrugged. This was one of the things I loved so much about my sister. She was so good at making an awkward situation the most fun thing in the world. She could have probably made a root canal fun.

Bane cracked into a full grin. 

Nola stood up and walked over to smother Wren in a Nola-sized hug. “It’s so great to meet you! Riley used to talk about you all the time.”

Wren patted Nola’s back awkwardly. “Yup. Nice to meet you, too. I’ve heard lots of stories.”

Nola let her go and wedged herself back on the couch between Bane and me.

“So, what are you up to these days? Your business degree coming in handy?” Nola asked as she glanced meaningfully around the trailer.

Well, that was a little snarky, but I’d let it slide. I’d literally disappeared without a word; she was entitled to some anger.

“Yeah, actually. I’m doing okay for myself.”

Nola grabbed my hand. “You know I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just curious.” She tilted her head to the side. “Okay, and a little mad. It’s been two years—almost three! I want to know all the things.”

I looked at Wren. She nodded as she stood up. “I’ll make us some coffee. This could take a while. Why don’t you guys go for a walk?” 

She bustled around the kitchen, setting up the coffee pot, and I was reminded, once again, that maybe I wasn’t the one raising Wren. I stood up, tugging Nola after me.

“Why don’t we go stretch our legs a little?”

I had to tug extra hard to get my hand back from Nate.

“We’ll be back in a minute.” I met his eyes. They looked conflicted.

This wasn’t easy for him. He was reuniting me with my best friend—his sister—who had always been a priority in my life. She’d always been first, and Nate had only been the ‘little brother.’ 

Nola and I rekindling our friendship posed a direct threat to Nate’s and my relationship. In fact, I hadn’t even mentioned the fact that we were in a relationship. 

Nola was tugging on my other hand. I let go of Nate’s and turned to follow Nola.

I stopped. Pulling my hand from Nola’s, I turned back to Nate and bent down, kissing him gently on the mouth. “This changes nothing between us,” I promised against his lips. 

He grinned up at me. “Glad to hear that.”

I turned around to find Nola with her jaw practically resting on the floor.

“What?” she gasped. “Nate—Riley—what is that?”

Nate looked positively gleeful at his sister’s reaction; even Bane was fighting a smile.

“I should have known. Oh, I should have known! Nothing is as it seems! You’ve probably been dating this whole time!”

I glanced at Nate; he grimaced as we braced for what we knew could be a long tirade from Nola.

Wren made a face at us from behind Nola’s back.

Nola threw her hands up in the air. “How could you do this to me?”

“Well, I—"

“I had plans! Big plans! It’s taken me a long time to come up with them. They were so perfect, and now you’ve ruined it!” she continued.

And I was getting annoyed.

Nola stepped closer, shaking her finger at the two of us. “Do you know how long I’ve spent planning how to get the two of you together? To see that you’re perfect for each other?”

I opened my mouth with a rebuttal but sputtered instead. “Wait—what?”

Nate looked equally confused.

“You two morons couldn’t see past your stupid little plans in high school to see how perfect you are for each other. You were so caught up in your five-year plans, I figured I’d have to enact a five-year plan of my own to get you together! Do you understand what that means?”

Nate was shaking with laughter from where he sat on the couch.

“I made a plan!”

Bane looked at us in confused amusement. I explained, “You might not have known her long enough to know that Nola never makes plans.”

“You know, I think I already caught up on that when she was staying in that condemned building until they brought the wrecking ball,” Bane said.

Seemed like Nola had had a busy little life as well. “You mean you’re not mad about Nate and me?”

“I’ve been trying to figure out how to get the two of you together. Why would I try to break you up?” She scowled at us.

I ran a hand through my hair, careful of the waves. “You mean to tell me, you want Nate and me to date?”

“You idiot. Why did you think I was always making you guys go do things together in high school?”

“I knew you weren’t on your cycle all those times!” I exclaimed.

Nate laughed and stood up to hug his sister and plant a kiss on her cheek. “Thanks, sis. You’re the best.”

“Now that we have that out of the way, I have years to catch up on with my best friend.” With that, she latched onto my arm and tugged me with her out the door.

I had some explaining to do.
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“I think that went rather well.” Nate smiled at me as I flopped down onto the wicker couch beside him outside the trailer. Sam and Elise had finally gone inside. They’d been outside, watering their plants, when Bane and Nola left. 

“You would think that. You weren’t the one who was in trouble.”

Nate pulled me close, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. Why was he so perfect? 

“Thank you for picking me,” he whispered against my hair.

“Hmm?” I mumbled from where I pressed my face against his chest.

“You kissed me. In front of Nola. Before we knew she wanted us to be a couple. You picked me.”

“Nate, I told you I would always pick you. I love Nola; she’s my best friend, and she will always be special to me. But there comes a point where I have to make a decision for myself, and other people are going to have to be okay with that. And I pick you.”

He chuckled. “Well, I picked you first.”

“Not everything has to be a competition. But if it was, I’d win.” I smiled up at him and latched my arms around his middle.

A car engine drew my attention away from Nate. With a loud revving, a large white SUV pulled into my driveway behind my Jeep. The car looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen it... Then, I recognized the people in it. 

It was Frank and his new girlfriend, Tia, and she was driving. It must have been her car, because I couldn’t imagine Frank having that kind of money.

“What are they doing here again so soon? He usually doesn’t visit this often.”

Nate stood up with me, and I was grateful he was standing there holding my hand. I was already emotionally raw after reuniting with Nola. I wasn’t ready to try to deal with Frank or Tia. Thankfully, Wren was over babysitting Kristin’s brood while she ran to the grocery store. It earned her some extra cash and gave Kristin some much-needed sanity. 

They climbed out of the car, Frank hitting his head against the frame. He muttered as he slammed the door. Tia glared at him as she carefully shut her door.

She turned to us with a smile pasted on her face. “Hello, honey! It’s so good to see you, sweetie pie.” 

She came toward me like a wrecking ball, her arms outstretched and rolling as though nothing could stop her.

Nate pulled me close to his side and shoved his hand in front of us. “Hi there, I’m Nate. I haven’t met you yet.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding when Tia paused her hugging mission to shake Nate’s hand. “Oh, how wonderful to meet you! You must be the man who takes care of Riley.”

Nate snorted. “Trust me, Riley doesn’t need anyone to take care of her. I’m merely along for the ride.”

Frank shifted from foot to foot behind Tia. He lifted a hand in awkward greeting. 

“Did you come to see Wren?” I asked. 

Frank studied the hand he’d waved at us with, as though he were wondering where it came from.

“We’re here to get Wren!” Tia said with a giant smile that grated on my nerves.

“Get her?” I asked with a frown.

“Yes, I’ve set up her room for her and decorated it.“

I latched onto Nate’s arm, squeezing it. “What are you talking about?”

Tia continued, “Wren will come live with us now! I’ve always wanted a bigger family. I’m so happy I’ll be getting it now.” She clapped her hands together in excitement.

I turned to Frank, completely ignoring Tia. “You can’t be serious.”

Frank shrugged. “It’s what Tia wants.”

I shuddered as my words caught in my throat. They wanted to take Wren away from me. They wanted to take her from me. I couldn’t let that happen.

“You can’t.” My eloquent rebuttal would have to come later.

Tia frowned at us, her drawn-on eyebrows wrinkling comically. “He’s her father. He can have her if he wants her!”

Nate’s arm tightened around my waist, and I wasn’t sure if it was necessary to hold me up before I fainted, or to hold me back if I decided to attack Tia. 

“You have no right to her,” I managed to get out calmly—and by calmly I mean I sounded like a chain smoker who lit one cigarette off the end of another.

Frank cleared his throat and took a step forward. “She’s my daughter, Riley. I have a right to her.”

“You need to leave right now,” Nate cut in. “You are not Wren’s legal guardian. You take her now, and you’ll be charged with kidnapping.”

My shaking legs steadied. “Frank, you gave up any legal rights to Wren two years ago. You will not be taking her with you. I’ve allowed you to come visit her because you’re her father, and I thought it was fair that she be able to talk to you, but if you push this, if you try to take her—and I know she’ll be neglected—I will take you to court and file a restraining order against you.”

Nate squeezed my hip reassuringly.

“I have lawyers,” threatened Tia. Gone was the fake smile. “The court will not let you keep his daughter from him.”

“You will leave right now, or we’ll be calling the police,” Nate spoke calmly, with a level voice. 

Tia leaned forward and pointed a finger at us. “You have not heard the last of me.”

She turned around and stomped toward the SUV. “Hurry up, Frank. I need to call my lawyer.”

Frank turned to follow her. He took two steps then glanced back. “I’m—“

He shook his head, interrupting his words and hurrying toward the car.

We didn’t say a word until the white car turned out of the trailer park.

“They can’t be serious,” I whispered.

Nate turned me to face him. He grabbed my face gently, his calloused palms resting against the soft skin of my cheeks.

“Riley. It’s going to be okay. Understand?”

I nodded slowly.

“What’s going on?” 

We turned to see Wren standing at the end of the driveway. 

“What were Frank and his new girlfriend doing here?”

I licked my lips and turned to face her. The concern in her face was evident. 

There was no lying to her. She was practically an adult. She already knew something was wrong.

“Tia and Frank want you.”

She walked toward us slowly. “Want me? In their wedding, you mean?”

“No, they want you to live with them.”

Wren’s face turned ashen. “Why? He’s never wanted me before.”

“Tia.”

“No.”

I nodded. “I think she’s imagining a Yours, Mine, and Ours remake.”

“I’d rather live under a bridge.”

“I know. You don’t have to worry; I’ve been the only legal guardian after Mom. And it’s all followed the proper channels. I think the court will look favorably at us if they decide to pursue it. They might just decide her kids are enough. You know how Frank gets stressed thinking about how much money it would cost to have you live with him.”

Wren finally smiled at that. “You’re right. This is totally Tia’s doing. Frank would have a heart attack imagining feeding me or buying me clothes. Imagine if I asked him to pay for college!”

We giggled at that. “He’ll forget all about it and remember that it’s not a good idea.”

Wren smiled and relaxed her stance. “All right, well, I came back because it’s our show night.”

I hugged Nate. “We’re going to have a girls’ night and catch up on some TV shows. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

He studied my eyes and frowned, not liking whatever it was that he saw. “Have a good night. Text me.” He planted a kiss on my forehead and slowly drew back. I wanted nothing more than to latch onto him like a professional clinger, but I needed to be strong for Wren. Show her that I wasn’t worried about Frank and Tia’s visit. If I didn’t follow her inside, she’d know something was wrong.

“Goodnight,” I said as I smiled at Nate. I gave Wren a playful push toward the door. “Come on. I’m getting used to those subtitles.”

I spent the rest of the evening watching a Turkish drama. It was the perfect thing to distract us from Frank and Tia. We had to focus on the subtitles the entire time. Eventually, Wren fell asleep on the bed where we’d made a cozy nest to watch the show on my laptop. 

That girl could sleep at the drop of a hat.

I stared at her relaxed face with the intensity of a predator about to launch onto a kill. I wanted to study every feature, memorize it. I couldn’t lose her. She was my baby. She was my sister. Frank and Tia didn’t know how she easily fell asleep or how she had bad allergies during harvest season and needed an inhaler. They didn’t know she was scared to death of her science classes, worried she’d have to dissect something.

Why was my world falling apart right when it had begun to feel so right?
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I slammed the bottom of my fist against Nate’s front door repeatedly. The door popped open under the force. 

Nate came walking down the hall, wearing a pair of basketball shorts and no shirt.

“You broke my door,” he teased. His smile dropped when he saw my red, puffy eyes. 

I hadn’t been able to stop the tears that had started when Wren fell asleep. I knew I needed someone else to tell me it would be okay. So, I’d donned my slipper flip-flops and darted across the dark street, hoping Nate would still be awake.

“Come here.” He held his arms out, and I flew to him, letting the tears flow freely. 

I’d never had the luck to be a pretty crier; I wish I had.

But Nate had seen me cry before. It was not a surprise to him.

We stood there for a long while before Nate picked me up and carried me toward his beanbag couch. It was like something straight out of a college dorm, and I was determined to drag it to bonfire night one of these days.

After a few minutes of letting me ugly cry against his T-shirt, he said, “I’ve been looking into the legalities of Frank trying to get custody of Wren, and I really think we could push the abandonment angle.

“We could try, but I think he could claim that he routinely came to visit her.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve been doing a lot of research about it, and I think, with a good lawyer, you would win this case, hands down. He hasn’t contributed in any way, not with the care or the finances. He had the chance to take care of her when your mom got sentenced, and instead, he let that responsibility fall to you. The courts are going to pay attention to those kinds of details. I’m going to call Dad tomorrow. You know he has connections. He’ll find the best lawyer. We’ll wrap this up, and you’ll have permanent custody of Wren.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’m scared. It’s not guaranteed that we’ll win.”

“Maybe they’ll drop it. Frank didn’t seem as into it as Tia. But no matter what they do, you’re not alone anymore. I’m here to help you fight this. I’m going to see what I can dig up on Frank. I already texted a buddy of mine who’s looking into it.”

“A buddy of yours? What, like a hitman?”

He chuckled, his chest reverberating beneath my cheek. “Hey now, I did some aerial photography for a private investigator once. It was actually a lot of fun. Anyway, I texted the guy just now, and I’m hiring him to look into Frank. If there’s anything to find, he’ll find it.”

“That sounds marvelous.”

Nate reached a hand down and grasped my chin, tilting my head back so he could kiss me. “You need to get some sleep and stop worrying about this. It’s going to be settled so fast you’ll forget they ever said anything.”

I tried to smile, tried to catch the confidence he was sending out. 

“Riley, I love you. I think I’ve loved you since Nola first brought you home after school.”

I remembered that day. The day Nola had decided we would be best friends. She’d asked Sharon and Rob if I could go over to her house. When I first walked into the house, I assumed she had an older brother because Nate was taller. He had been funny, and I liked him. Then, he started making fun of my current celebrity crush, and I called him annoying. 

It had always bothered me when he had girlfriends. Now I knew why. “I love you, Louis Nathaniel Mercier.”

He kissed my lips. “You’re the only one allowed to call me that.”

“Thanks, Louis.”

He pinched my side and growled. “Enough of that.”
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"Can you open the door for me?" I asked as I climbed the porch stairs, my arms full of pillows. If he was going to stay in this trailer, then I was going to make it look livable. 

We’d heard nothing from Frank or Tia in two weeks. Whatever had sparked that terrible brainstorm must have left their minds.

In the meantime, I’d been working on rebranding and niching down on my influencer platform, Wren had started a makeup vlog, and Nate had spent half the time away for work and the other half hanging out with Wren and me. 

Nola, Bane, Nate, and I went on a double date. They’d regaled us with their story of meeting each other. We’d promised to go visit them in their new house soon.

Nate smiled and opened the door for me, letting me step inside first. He was such a gentleman. Wren and Macy would have fun having girls’ night in the trailer, and I could enjoy Nate. 

All to myself. Knowing that he was my boyfriend. It still felt weird to say that. 

Little skinny Nate had somehow turned into boyfriend material. 

"Welcome to my wonderful mansion! Would you care to adjourn to the west wing?" he spoke in a British accent.

"Why does everything sound classier when you’re British?"

"Don't bother trying to explain a well-known fact." He scowled mockingly at me. "Might I interest you in a beanbag sofa seat? How about some lovely tap water that sometimes has extra bits of rust in it?" I chuckled as I set the pillows down on the love seat I’d bought at a thrift store and refurbished for him. "Oh, that sounds lovely. Can't find that at a high-end restaurant." 

"No, there are some things not even money can buy." 

"How's that new mattress working out for you?" I asked as I walked down the hall to take a look. I opened the door to the room but could only open it halfway. 

"Well, it's a tight fit," he said with a laugh. 

"How in the world did you get this thing in here?" I asked as I peered around the door. 

"It wasn't easy," he admitted. "Hired a delivery and set-up man. He almost quit. But luckily, I made him go in the room first so he couldn't get out until he had it set up." 

"Kind of sounds like a hostage situation." 

"I paid for a service; I expected him to follow through. Want to test it out?"

I stared at the mattress. "No, thanks. You'd probably complain that I'd messed up the memory foam." 

"I would if you would even leave a dent in it. Here's your water bottle." He passed me a cold bottle. "Something else to drink instead of water?" 

"No, this is fine. What are we having for dinner?" I cracked the lid and opened the water bottle. 

"It's a surprise," he stage-whispered. "We'll find out when the takeout man gets here." 

Taking a sip of the ice-cold water, I grinned. "So, you're saying it's pizza."

He chuckled. "Only thing that they delivered to this trailer park. Which is unfortunate. But you know me—I never turn down a good, greasy pizza."

I followed him back into the living room and sat down on the beanbag couch next to him. I had to admit it was still comfier than the loveseat I’d bought. 

Nate draped his arm around me, pulling me close to his side. The couch started to canoe with our weight centered in the middle of it, causing me to roll into him—not that I minded it. 

We chatted as we waited for our fancy pizza dinner, reminiscing about the things we'd done as kids, swapping funny stories about Nola. It was hard to imagine that there had ever been a moment when I wasn't attracted to him. It was hard to imagine thinking of him in any other way than I was right now. But I guess that's the difference between youth and adulthood. Your entire perception of things changed. 

"Where is your next job at?" Would this be the part where he told me he would be working far away?

“I’m filming in southern Oregon. A property. They’re calling it Rustic Springtime Ranch. It's been turned into a dude ranch, essentially. Might as well call it what it is." 

"Sounds like fun. Does that mean you're going to fly in a helicopter?"

“Probably helicopter and drone."

He began running his fingers through my hair at the base of my neck. I rested my head against his shoulder, the tingles reaching all the way to my toes. My eyes slowly closed as he continued to massage my head.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Where werz waaat?”

He shifted, upsetting my pillow situation. “Are you drooling on me?”

“I’ll never tell.”

“Shh.” He sat up straight. “I heard it again.”

We sat quietly as we listened for whatever it might have been. We didn’t have to wait long. 

A mouse with an extraordinarily long tail came walking into the living room. Walking. Not running. Not scurrying like one expects a mouse to do. No. This mouse was walking. Sashaying his hips. I watched in horror, waiting to see him do the bend and snap.

He didn’t, but Nate did.

“Mouse!” he yelled, leaping up and dragging me after him down the hall. He jerked me into his bedroom and slammed the door shut.

He didn’t realize the door had such a wide gap on the bottom that the mouse could walk right under it. 

Nate pushed me onto the bed and clambered on after me. “Okay, what are we going to do?”

We were not—neither one of us—large mouse fans. In fact, we hated mice. Especially thanks to the pet mouse Nola had rescued from sure death. I would never forgive her. 

“What are we going to do?” Nate asked again as he frantically searched the room for something to defend himself with.

“I’ll call Wren.”

I pulled my phone out and clicked on Wren’s name. It rang three times before she answered.

“We’re fine, Riley; quit worrying,” she answered in an annoyed tone.

“But I’m not! We need—“ My words were drowned out by Nate yelling and pointing at the mouse that waltzed into the room, the bottom gap in the door so large that the little squirt didn’t even have to duck. Nate started grabbing pillows off the bed and tossing them at the intruder as it stared at us. It was no ordinary mouse.

Nate yelled and threw another pillow at her. It was definitely a her; she had a big personality. It was probably Nola’s pet mouse come back to haunt us. 

That mouse had bitten Nate when he was fifteen. His hand became infected, and he had to sit out the baseball game against our rival school. He’d been scared of mice ever since.

“Stop throwing things!” I latched onto his arm. “We have to figure out how to get rid of it.”

“I have an idea,” Nate said as he stared at the mouse. “Let’s climb out the window.” 

With a laugh, I tugged him back by his shirt. “That window is probably rusted shut.” 

Nate looked at me, then the window, then the mouse. “I’ll break the glass.”

“Isn’t it weird that it’s not running from us? Shouldn’t it be scared of us?”

“It’s probably a demon.”

“If you start praying in tongues, I’m going to leave you here to deal with it yourself.” 

A door slammed somewhere in the house.

The mouse—duplicitous little rat that it was—scurried toward a vent in the wall and disappeared inside. 

“Where are you?” Wren’s voice carried through the house.

“In the bedroom!”

“Oh, please no. There are some things I can’t unsee!” she whined as she opened the door. “Oh good. You have clothes on.”

“What kinds of TV have you been watching?” I gasped. “Of course we have clothes on!”

“Hmm, yes. Also, the stork dropped me off on Mom’s doorstep.”

“Why do you have a tire iron?” 

She narrowed her eyes at me. “You called me, screaming bloody murder. What else were we going to do?”

She leaned to the side so that I could see Macy standing behind her, holding our only frying pan. “Looking very Rapunzel-y, Macy.”

She grinned. “Thanks. I have been trying to grow my hair out...”

“What is going on in here?” another voice called from the front door.

I hopped off the bed. Nate slowly stepped off. “Just a mouse. It was chasing us around the house.”

“What?” Wren laughed. “You two were screaming like that over a mouse?”

The four of us shuffled into the living room. Eldon stood there with a wrench in one hand. “Eldon, what are you doing here?”

“I heard the screaming. I came over to see if I could help.”

“It’s just a mouse. There isn’t much to help with, unfortunately.”

“You catch the feller?”

“The fellow,” I said, “is still running around the house.”

“I’ll catch him.”

And that was how Eldon ended up going on a witch hunt in Nate’s single-wide. No stone was left unturned. No warped laminate floor was left untouched. 

The doorbell rang, interrupting our entertainment of watching Eldon chase after a phantom. I noticed that Nate wasn’t about to help look. He was only too happy to stay away.

Nate opened the door, and Sam and Elise burst in, Sam carrying a six-pack of beer. “What’s going on?” Elise demanded.

“Mouse hunt,” Nate informed them.

“We brought drinks.” They brushed past the pizza girl and into the house, hurrying down the hall after Eldon.

Nate tipped for the pizza then took a big sniff as he carried it into the kitchen. “Perfect. I’m starved.”

“Me too!” Macey said as she set down the frying pan on the counter. “What kind did you get?”

“You already ate dinner,” Wren reminded her. 

“But I’m hungry again.” They both shrugged, grabbed the pizza box from Nate, then took it into the living room. I grabbed a plate and threw a piece of pizza on it.

“This is what our future is going to be like, isn’t it?” Nate quietly asked, as if any of the other crazy people would overhear him.

“This is what our life is like now. We don’t even have to wait for that future.” I laughed.

“I’m just glad you’re a part of that future.”

How could he get away with being so romantic? 
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Nate
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I stepped outside to make the phone call the next morning. I hadn’t slept well knowing there was a mouse in my house. I was pretty sure I’d heard that mouse again when I was trying to get some work done on my laptop. 

I’d never called my dad about the lawyer. Riley had insisted that the issue had gone away, but there was something bothering me about the whole thing, and I didn’t want to scream like a little girl when I spoke with my dad. He’d never let me hear the end of it.

“Nate. How are you?”

“I’m good, Dad.” My voice caught on the last word when I glanced at my window and spotted the mouse on the windowsill, staring at me.

“How’s that single-wide treating you?”

“I have a rodent problem.” The mouse held a crumb to its mouth and nibbled away at it.

He chuckled. “I heard Nola and Bane stopped by. How did that go?”

“Really well. Nola was great. Riley was happy to see her, and I think it was relieving to see that Nola was happy with Bane. Nola was Nola, of course. Bane had to pry her off of Riley.”

Dad grunted. “Why am I not surprised?”

“Meh, what can you expect from her? We went on a double date with them last week. I heard some interesting stories about ‘Sally.’”

Dad laughed. “Oh, they told you about that, did they?”

“Pure gold. I like Bane. You were right about him.”

“Yeah, he’s good stuff,” he replied. “When’s Riley coming to visit? Your mom and I are ready to see her, too.”

“Soon, Dad, she’s been busy with some work stuff, but she keeps asking about you guys.”

There came a point in every person’s life when they were able to call their parents without a favor to ask. I wasn’t at that point yet, so I blurted out the reason I called. “Wren’s biological dad wants custody of her.”

Dad mumbled something he probably didn’t want Mom to overhear. “Is he a valid option?”

“He’s never tried before. He’s visited her regularly but never contested guardianship.”

“Has he supported them financially?”

“No.” The mouse was gone from the window, and I sighed with relief.

“Well, that’s good. For Riley. If he’s had contact but has not pursued legal guardianship, it doesn’t make sense that he would want her now. What changed?”

“He got a fiancée.”

“Aha.”

“Yup.”

I leaned back against my front door. There were two kids biking down the street, one of them towing another kid on rollerblades. They were Kristin’s kids. Not a helmet in sight, but there was lots of laughing. 

Their laughter stopped abruptly when a large white SUV barreled into the trailer park. I shouted at them to get out of the way as I leapt down the steps, hurrying toward them. The car didn’t slow, but the kids had the sense to hurry off the road. The kids stood there, stunned, watching the car go past.

It pulled into Riley’s driveway and parked.

“You kids okay?”

They looked at me with wide eyes and nodded.

“You go home to your mom, all right?”

“But Mom said don’t come home until dinnertime!”

“Tell her what happened, and that I sent you.”

They looked at me like I was a crazy person to even dream of testing their mother. 

“I’ll walk you home and talk to her. But we have to hurry.”

I jogged behind them. 

“Nate? Nate? What happened?”

I’d completely forgotten about Dad on the phone.

I lifted my phone to my ear. “Frank and Tia are here. They almost ran over some neighborhood kids.”

“I’ll head over. I’ll call a buddy of mine who’s a police officer here in Riverly. Maybe he can tell us what to do.”

“Thanks, Dad.” I paused, catching my breath when the kids scurried up the steps into the single-wide. “But I think I know a guy who’s a lot closer.”

Johnny’s house was right next to Kristin’s.

“I’ll call you back, Dad.”

I hung up the phone as Kristin leaned out her kitchen window to call to me. “Did someone try to run over my babies?”

“Yes, ma’am! I told them they should go home until the people leave.”

Kristin pointed her curling iron at me threateningly. “You point me at them, and I’ll let them have a piece of my mind.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll do it for you. I was going to see if Johnny would want to come talk to them with me.”

She nodded and leaned her elbows on the windowsill while she wrapped the end of her hair around the curling iron. “He just pulled in. Must have been a long night for him. I should make him some coffee.”

I waved goodbye and jogged to Johnny’s. I pounded on the door. I had to hurry. I didn’t want to leave Riley alone with Frank and Tia. 

Johnny opened the door a crack. “Oh, it’s you, Nate.” 

He opened the door wide, tugging at his shirt gently, as though he were trying to hide something.

“I need your expertise.”

“Sure, what seems to be the trouble? I don’t know much about Jeeps, but I’m sure I can figure it out.”

I stared at him. Oh, that’s right. His cover story was that he was a motorcycle mechanic. “No, I need your legal help.”

Johnny took a step closer. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I wish I had time to explain, but I could really use a police officer on my side right now.”

Johnny’s complexion turned unnaturally white. “What? How did you know that? Who told you that?”

“The whole trailer park knows that, but right now we have more pressing problems. Frank’s trying to take Wren. He’s at Riley’s right now.”

Johnny nodded, his face becoming stoic. “Lead the way.” I jogged down the street because I didn’t want to waste time. When we got to the front of Riley’s house, we were greeted with the sight of Tia screaming at the top of her lungs, one short action away from being decked by Riley. 

“I’ll be sharing your face and blasting the trailer park you live in all over the Internet! Everyone will see you for the phony that you are!”

I watched as Riley turned ashen. Tia might have been right; the Instagram account might have been fake, but Riley was anything but fake. I knew the two weeks of silence were too good to be true. Tia had only been using it as a chance to find leverage. Before I could jump to her rescue, Wren spoke up.

“No, you can’t do that. I’ll live with you. Leave Riley alone. You want me? You can have me, but you don’t get to do anything to Riley.” Wren leaned forward with each finger jab, causing Tia to take a step back. “And trust me when I say, if you do anything to Riley—anything at all—I’ll make you wish you’d never laid eyes on me.” Wren’s eyes looked like granite as she stared at Tia.

Tia stepped back, flustered. Finally, she shook her head and said, “Get in the car.”

Frank stood to the side, his hands shoved in his pockets.

Riley latched onto Wren’s arm. “You are not taking her. You want to ruin my career? Go for it. But you can’t have Wren. You don’t have any legal authority.”

I stepped next to Riley, reaching down and holding her other hand. She looked up and nodded at me. 

Johnny stepped between Tia and Riley. “What court gave you guardianship of Wren?”

“No one,” Frank finally spoke up. He seemed quieter when he was around his fiancée. Maybe he’d been browbeaten by her as well. He was a different man than the coffee-cup-stealing-toilet-selling-man I’d met.

“My lawyer is going to make sure we have it. And this girl is going to happily give up her rights, or I’m going to ruin her little influencer hustle she has going on.” Her smile was disgustingly smug. 

Johnny looked at Riley. Riley said quietly, “I will do what I need to do to protect my sister.”

Wren looked relieved. And I was prouder than proud could be. 

Tia sputtered and took a step toward Riley. I stepped in between them. “Ma’am, whatever you do next, I would think carefully about it.” I glanced over her head at Johnny who jerked his chin at me in assent.

“Johnny, here, is an officer of the law, and as such, he is prepared to arrest you for attempted kidnapping. I hope you don’t mind a mug shot plastered all over the newspaper.” I couldn’t stop the smile at the look of horror on her face.

Wren looked positively gleeful from where she stood next to Frank.

Tia sputtered. Frank rubbed a hand over his face.

“Get in the car, Frank. We’ll fight this in court and destroy that fake career of Riley’s.”

Everyone visibly relaxed as they watched the pair walk toward the white car. Tia took short, stamping steps while Frank trudged behind. They climbed into the car and slammed the doors.

Riley let go of my hand and wrapped Wren in a hug. “You sweetheart, offering to go live with that witch to help me.”

“I don’t know how she knew about your work, but I don’t want to let her ruin you.”

I kept staring at the SUV that was still parked in the driveway. I’d hoped the threat of kidnapping would drive them off and that they would leave Riley and Wren alone. Didn’t that woman have enough kids? She didn’t need another one. And Frank seemed indifferent to it all. Riley was probably right—he was only after any money Tia could provide.

My phone rang, and I answered it. “Hello?”

“Your mother and I are on the way. Nola and Bane climbed in the backseat. They refused to be left at home. I called my lawyer, and he’s ready to take on their case if it ends up going to court. How are things there?”

“I’m not sure yet. They left under threat of attempted kidnapping, but now they’re sitting in their car, arguing.”

“Whatever you do, don’t let them leave there with the girl. They sound unstable.” 

“I think we’ll be okay.” I glanced at where Riley stood chatting with Wren, and Johnny stood beside me, glaring at the car.

The passenger door opened, and Frank stepped out of the car. “Well, here we go again. I’ve got to go, Dad.”

I hung up, bracing myself to field any arguments with Frank. Then, something strange happened. Tia slammed the car in reverse and drove away, leaving Frank standing in the driveway, shuffling back and forth.

Wren and Riley stepped forward. “Frank, your fiancée left without you,” Riley pointed out the obvious.

He glanced over his shoulder and watched until the car turned out of the trailer park. “She’s not my fiancée anymore.”

“What?” Wren asked in a dry voice.

“Wren, I know I’m not good at showing it, but I care about you.” He patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. “And I couldn’t bear to make you live with that woman. I know I’ve dragged you into my life more than I should have, but I couldn’t bring that onto the two of you. I’m just sorry for the trouble it might cause Riley.”

So, toilet-sellers could have a change of heart. I was glad he wasn’t the kind of man who would use his daughter as a bargaining chip for money.

Riley nodded and smiled sadly. “It’s okay. If she decides to blast me, it’s probably what I deserve. I’ve been lying to my followers. I can figure out something else to do.”

“So, you’re not pursuing custody of Wren?” I asked him.

Frank shook his head. “She’s my kid. But even I know she’s better off with Riley than with me.”

Wren launched herself at Frank, wrapping her arms around his neck. She was the same height as him but much thinner. I could have sworn I saw a hint of moisture in Frank’s eyes, but it might have been the light of the setting sun.

Riley grabbed my hand and whispered to me, “I’ve never seen her hug him before.”

It wasn’t a pretty hug. Frank didn’t know what to do with his hands, so he ended up patting her back with both of them. It was oddly touching. I’d wondered why Riley had bothered to let the man keep visiting his daughter, but obviously, she’d seen something I hadn’t—some level of affection on both their parts. 

Wren let him go and smiled. “I’ve got to go text Macy! She’s going to be so happy! I’ve been worried ever since Tia’s last visit.”

She ran inside the trailer, leaving the door wide open when she did.

“Thank you.” Riley nodded to him.

“Don’t know why you’re thanking me. I was the one who brought her around. She seemed so friendly at first.”

“Meh, we know your taste in women. Usually, they’re greedy. This is the first time you found one who was greedy for someone else’s kid.”

Frank nodded. “I think I’m going to need a ride home.”

Johnny narrowed his eyes at him. “After the problems you caused, call a taxi.”

Frank looked horrified. “And pay those exorbitant prices?”

Riley shook with laughter next to me, the stress finally catching up with her. “Careful,” I warned her. “You’re going to get hysterical.”

“Who is that?” She pointed at a car pulling into the driveway behind Frank.

Dad and Mom stepped out with Bane and Nola climbing out of the backseat.

“June! Sebastian!” Riley gasped.

Mom was already after her, wrapping her up in a hug. “We’re here! Everything’s going to be okay. We already have the lawyer on call. You and Wren can just come live with us, and we’ll help with anything. You’ll have permanent custody; we’ll help with the finances, and school drop-offs, college—“

“Mom!” I cut in. My mother suffered from a superhero complex with the need to save anyone and anything. It especially applied to people she loved. “Everything’s okay now. Frank made sure Riley gets to keep Wren.”

“Thank goodness!” And now she was crying. It was a wonder I hadn’t turned into a crier with her as a mother. Of course, things were looking a little hazy right when I looked into Riley’s eyes. But she was the one crying...not me. Not even a little mist. 

I swiped angrily at my eyes. “Are you crying?” Riley asked as she jabbed my side.

“I’m a sympathetic crier, okay?” 
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Riley
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Sebastian, June, Nola, and Bane stayed for a couple of hours, visiting and catching up on life, meeting Wren and getting to know her. When they left, they volunteered to drop Frank off at his house—bless their hearts. Nate and I fell asleep on my futon together.

Nothing beat waking up to him next to me, the morning light shining through my windows. I never shut the blinds in my trailer because I loved the light so much.

Nate pressed a kiss against my temple, letting me know that he was awake.

I wrapped my arms around him. “Please don’t let me go.”

“I’m not going to let you go.”

“Please don’t let me go, even when I tell you to.”

He kissed my forehead. “That didn’t seem to stop me in the past.”

“I didn’t want you to let me go. I wanted you. I wanted you to be there with me.”

“I know. Why do you think I stayed?”

“Well, at first I thought it was because you liked to be a big ol’ pest, as usual.”

“Well, I’m your pest, and I’m not going anywhere.”

“You don’t even know how much I needed you. I didn’t know how much I needed you. Shoot, even Wren admitted to needing you, and that’s not an easy feat. That girl doesn’t need anybody. Sometimes I think that she’s raised me more than I’ve raised her. You know?”

“Yes, I do know. She’s incredible. But she’s softer than she pretends to be.”

“Yes, she’s pretty special. I’m glad your mom is wanting to spend time with her. She’s so much better at guiding kindly. I’m not good at guiding Wren.”

“You don’t think so? Because what I saw yesterday was a fifteen-year-old emulating her older sister’s selfless behavior. I saw a girl who loved her older sister so much that she was willing to go live with a crazy lady.  If that isn’t doing a good job raising someone, then I don’t know what is.”

“Stop it right now. You’re going to make me cry, and I was planning on doing a review on Instagram tonight.” 

“I thought you were going to give up the fake aspect of your Instagram.”

“What? Me?”

When he looked at me ominously, I laughed. “I am. I’m moving on to strictly home decor and plants. I realized most of my engagement is in those things anyway. I’m going to do a review of my hanging planter above my kitchen sink and how it’s held up my plants really well and collects the mess. Isn’t that great?”

My mini speech didn’t deter him. “Have you made any kind of announcement about it?”

I traced a figure eight on his chest with my index finger. “I have. I shared a picture of the park. And the hot tub night. So far, all of my followers have been really supportive. A lot of them commented, saying they were encouraged to see such cute decor come out of a trailer park. They felt like it was something achievable for them. I took a poll, and the travel posts are everyone’s least favorite. I guess all that stuff felt forced.”

“You think?” he asked sarcastically. “Was it the fake backdrop, or the fact that you had to have Trailer Park Tim take your picture?”

“His name is Tony. Now be quiet and let me thank you.”

He mimed zipping his lips as I continued. “Thank you for standing with me against Frank and Tia. Thank you for doing all the research and having that lawyer on call. That was so reassuring to me and took so much pressure off.”

“You know I love you, right?” he said as he brushed a stray lock of blonde hair from my face. “I would do anything to make you happy.”

“I think there are a lot of things you do because you’re a good person.”

“It’s you I love. It’s you who I want to spend the rest of my life with. Do you understand? I don’t care if we spend the rest of our lives in a hut on top of that mountain with the bears, but I want to spend it with you.”

“Well, I can share this hut with you. I think I’ll pass on those bears, though.” I reached up and cupped his face between my hands. “I love you, Nate. You mean the world to me. I feel as though I’ve been searching for the last few years. When you showed up, I knew I’d found the piece that had been missing. I just hadn’t realized it yet.” 

A couple minutes went by before I asked, “Want to make some breakfast with me?” I tugged on the front of his shirt and dragged him off the futon.

“Twist my arm.” He winked. 

“I will if I have to.” 

I opened the cupboard and pulled out the coffee. 

“Oooh, lemonade!” he said as he scanned the fridge. He poured himself a glass and downed it in one gulp.

“Who drinks lemonade first thing in the morning?” I gagged as I poured the water into the coffee pot.

Nate slammed the fridge door and set the cream on the counter next to the coffee pot, along with two mugs. After I hit start on the coffee pot, I spun around to face him. He grinned and scooped me up in his arms so he could kiss me. He tasted like lemonade and sexy.

The bedroom door opened.

“That’s it. I really will go live with Frank if this is what I’m going to have to put up with,” Wren joked as she walked into the living room.

I touched my swollen lips. “Oh, come on, we were about to make some breakfast. How about a coffee cake?”

“Make it that cinnamon roll cake, and then that will be a yes,” she said. 

My kitchen was small, and when there were three people trying to make a breakfast cake in it, it felt even smaller. By the time we were done, no one had escaped getting covered in flour or sugar. Wren had managed to drop an egg on her foot.

Nate finished washing the last of the dishes while I poured three cups of coffee for us. The tiny oven beeped, telling us our messy creation was done.

I carried the coffee pot and mugs to the table. Nate brought the cake.

Wren sat down with us, and Nate made my heart melt a little further when he said, “Wren, that was a brave thing you did yesterday.”

Wren blushed—a rare thing for her—and ducked her head. “Oh, you know. Just your typical greedy biological father. What’s new.”

“You don’t even know how lucky I am to have you,” I told her as I leaned across the table to give her the world’s most awkward hug.

“Oh, trust me, I know how lucky you are. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be moping in a pile of chips, letting this one get away,” she said as she jerked a thumb in Nate’s direction.

“Whoa, hold on. Moping around in a pile of chips?” Nate asked with a grin. “I haven’t heard about this yet.”

“And hopefully you never will.”

A loud knock sounded. Did miracles never cease? I did not want to admit what a disgusting person I’d turned into when I thought Nate and I didn’t have a future together.

“Come in!” I called.

The door opened, and we were treated to the neighborhood eye-candy.

“I stopped by to say goodbye,” Johnny said as he leaned around the door. 

“Come in and have some coffee.”

He nodded, dropped his bag on the ground, and stepped inside to take the seat next to Wren. “How you doing, squirt?”

“Just fine, po-po.”

He chuckled and took the mug that I poured for him. 

“So, what were you here investigating?”

“Gun-running.”

“Ah, Gabe. How’d he make out of the deal?”

“Turns out the only thing he’s smuggling is fireworks. Makes all his cash selling illegal fireworks here in Oregon.”

I laughed as Johnny took a sip of his coffee.

“Gabe the Gunrunner is selling fireworks. That’s actually funny. Are you arresting him?”

“No. I have more important things to do than that. But I will say I’ve learned some valuable lessons from this whole thing.”

“Oh really, and what’s that?” Nate asked. 

He smirked behind his mug. “Don’t try to date Louis Nathaniel Mercier’s girl...”

We all laughed a little too loud at that—all of us except Nate.

Johnny continued, “And that, sometimes, things are exactly what they look like.”

“What does that mean?”

“That sometimes you meet someone, and what you see is what you get. A lot of the people in this trailer park have taught me that. There seems to be an open-book policy here when you belong. It’s nice.” He drained the last of his coffee. “But now that we know Gabe is a dead end, I have to move out of here and head back to some real work.”

Nate stood up and followed him to the door. He reached out and shook Johnny’s hand. “Good luck. Wish we could have gotten that chance to take that hike together.”

I wondered when they’d had the chance to talk about hiking. Nate must have become chummy with him when I wasn’t looking.

“Maybe someday.” He gave a jaunty wave and stepped out the door. 

“I wonder what his real name is. You know, I kinda like that guy now,” Nate admitted as he sat down beside me again.

“I know. He really is cute. I don’t know why I didn’t ask him out sooner.”

Nate scowled at me as he turned and rested an arm on the back of my chair. “Wren, look away. I’m going to murder your sister.”

“Have at it. I’ve got plans today.” Wren laughed and stood up. She grabbed my favorite sweatshirt from the hook—the little thief—and booked it out the door.

“More coffee?” I attempted to place a mug between us, but Nate grabbed it with one hand and laid it down on the table.

“Who’s cute?”

“Puppies, kitties, alpacas—I mean, the list could go on.”

“No, the list couldn’t go on.”

His eyes sparkled dangerously as he leaned close and whispered, “There should only be one thing on that list.”

I sighed as I breathed in slowly. “And what—”

I forgot what I was saying when he leaned closer and kissed me just below my ear.

“Nate,” his voice rumbled against my neck. “Nate is the only thing that should be on your list.”

I shuddered as he kissed a gentle trail along my jawline. “Yes.”

He kissed the corner of my lips.

“Louis Nathaniel Mercier is the only thing on my list.”

He growled and grabbed the chair on either side, jerking me closer to him when he kissed me square on the mouth.
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Epilogue

Nate
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“Just one more minute!”

A pair of long legs and a hideously bright floral shirt disappeared beneath the popped hood of the lawn mower. 

Who knew how long Dad had been under there. It was scary to think of what could be going on. The man had an obsession with lawn mowers. 

It was downright unhealthy. And then, when he met Eldon, it was as though something clicked. Like he’d finally found his people. I didn’t know what to tell my dad. I didn’t know what to say other than, “Am I adopted?”

He demanded that he be the one to drive in the lawn-mower race. He was less than impressed when he heard I’d only placed third. It was a tough blow when your own father couldn’t be proud of your lawn-mower racing record.

Now he was going to make sure he did it right. 

“Are we sure we should let him do this?” Wren asked where she stood next to me with her arms crossed over her chest. “He’s not very young, you know.”

“I heard that!” my dad yelled.

“Sweetie, maybe you should leave it how it is,” Mom suggested from where she stood on the other side of Wren. “Wren’s right, you know. You could get hurt if you end up racing on this.”

I’d been right. My parents adored Wren and were overjoyed to have Riley back in our lives. Frank still came to visit Wren regularly. He did try to talk my parents into funding his latest business idea every time he saw them. Dad had offered him a good, honest job as an apartment manager. He declined.

Someone walked up behind me and slipped their arms around my waist. A face pressed against my back. 

“Guess who?”

“Nascar Jim? Is that you?”

“Ha!” Riley tickled my ribs before she slipped around in front of me. “Have we warned your dad?”

“Yes.” 

“Okay, then he’ll be fine.”

“What do you mean, ‘he’ll be fine’? I wasn’t fine.”

“I know, and I apologized for that. I even gave you a back rub to make it better.”

“Uh oh, you got stuck with this goon because of a back rub?” Dad said as he pointed at me but smiled at Riley.

“Thanks for the support, Dad. Great to know what you think of me.”

A car drove by slowly—a large SUV almost identical to Gabe the Gunrunner’s. (He would forever be called that. Gabe the Firecracker didn’t have the same ring to it.)

It stopped, and Bane and Nola climbed out. “Did we miss anything?” Nola asked as they crossed the street.

I pointed to Dad under the hood.

Bane’s eyes widened. “Somebody stop that man. I know what he can do to a lawn mower.”

Riley just laughed loudly and stepped closer to the toolbox so she could hand my dad any tool he asked for. “I think Nate should be given a chance to redeem himself. I mean, I really did surprise him with the race. And he might have needed to see a chiropractor afterwards. I feel like I might owe him a second chance.”

Dad shook his head. “Nope. We’re kicking him out of the family. No third places allowed in the Mercier family. Riley, we have an opening. You and Wren can fill it.”

“I’ve been kicked out of the family over a lawn-mower race?” I faked a stab to the heart.

“Better than getting kicked out because you were squatting in someone else’s house,” Bane muttered.

“So, where’s your next job, Nate?” Nola asked.

“Boise. Riley and Wren are coming with me.”

“Really?” Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me. 

“Yup!” Riley piped up. “We’re taking the trailer over.”

“Wait. How are you guys moving that thing?” Dad stood up and tossed the tools back in the box.

I pointed at the truck parked in front of my single-wide. 

“Oh. That’ll do.”

I nodded. I’d traded in my Jeep and bought a truck. It was the perfect trailer hauler, and I knew the bed of the truck would be useful for all sorts of things. I caught Riley’s eye and winked at her. She blushed and dropped the screwdriver into the toolbox. 

She wrapped her arms around my waist and looked up at me. “You going to miss this trailer park?”

“Without a doubt.” I planted a kiss on her forehead. 

Eldon jogged down the street toward us, waving the pink helmet. He yelled, “Found it!”

“Hmm, maybe there are some things I won’t miss.”

“We’ll be back,” she predicted right before she leaned up on her tiptoes and caught my lips with hers.

It was going to be an exciting life together.

THE END

––––––––
[image: image]


Special note from the author:

Rumor has it that the mouse that chased Nate and Riley down the hall still lives in the single-wide. It has a family of its own now and is doing well.


Thank you for reading Miss Trailerhood! I hope you enjoyed it and had some tears of laughter when you finished.

Please leave a review if you enjoyed the Trailerhood experience as much as I did.

(Lawn mower races, anyone?)
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        KYLIE

He started our war–I intend to finish it.

Buying a house in the suburbs was supposed to be low stress—my own little haven to decorate and landscape exactly how I want. Instead, I find myself locking my garbage can to keep pests out–pests that are six-foot-one, green-eyed, and far too good-looking.
My trespassing neighbor is rude and entitled. It isn't long before war is declared, and I find myself stooping to immature pranks.
When trouble lands at my door, my unlikely neighbor starts knocking on my heart. Am I ready to answer?

HAGEN

I will win no matter what it takes.

I moved to this neighborhood for a fresh start. The one thing I'm not looking for is a relationship. So, when I mistakenly assume my neighbor is hitting on me, I lash out at her.
I didn't mean to start the war, but now she taunts me from across the street. Our harmless pranks have become the highlight of my day. I should stay away–but I can't. I want to spend more time with her.
When a stalker begins sending Kylie a series of notes, I'm only too willing to help protect her. 
Maybe I'm looking for a relationship, after all.
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