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			For all of you who have spent your time waiting, watching, and hoping.

			Your time will come. All will be well.

			 

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Hello again, friends. I hope you’re well.

			I am so very excited to share Milo and Prue’s story with you all. I know we’re not supposed to have favorites, but if I did…

			This book is set in the small town of Baysville in Muskoka, Ontario, which my husband’s family has visited and made memories in for decades. When I think of Baysville, I think of the first time I got to visit in 2011. I was invited to spend a week at their cottage by my husband’s sibling, who didn’t know about the debilitating crush I had on their older brother. I remember the giddy, exciting feeling of sitting next to him for the first time, the tempting way his hand rested on his knee and wondering whether it would be totally crazy to reach out and hold it. I cringe at the memory of how I rolled my eyes when my future mother-in-law attempted to play wingman for us, even though I loved her for it.

			Baysville is probably not the most romantic place to some, but to me, it is. It held the first sparks of what is now the greatest love story of my life. It’s where we went year after year, spending long, lazy days on the dock soaking in the sun, rainy days cuddled up under blankets next to the fireplace, and sneaking in make-out sessions when his parents weren’t looking. Now, it’s where we bring our kids. We play in the pool that wasn’t there when I first joined the family, we push the kids on swings we never took much notice of before they were born, and we walk into town to get ice cream, as we’ve always done.

			Baysville is our happy place.

			With all that said, this book is a very loose representation of Baysville. I hoped to capture the essence of this incredible little town rather than stay true to the layout, shops, local folks, etc. So, while reading, think of it as inspiration and my personal way of honoring a place that means so much to me rather than an accurate depiction. I thought about changing the name, or about making up something else entirely, but it didn’t feel right. However, there are some things that Baysvillians and some visitors to the area will pick up on.

			That above paragraph of the author’s note is for my beloved father-in-law, the town’s historian. Don’t be mad at me, Dad, I did read the pamphlets about Baysville you gave me. Next time we’re at Nellie’s, the ice cream is on me.

			Then, there’s the other matter at hand, the one I’ve been dreading talking about—Prue’s mother, Julia, and her Alzheimer’s diagnosis. If you’ve been on my writing journey with me for a while, you might know about my grandmother Lorraine and the impact she’s had on my life. I’m not shy to say that my grandma was my favorite person. She was brilliant. A powerhouse of a woman with unmatched intelligence, and unwavering faith and loyalty, who also somehow always had the perfect snarky remark at the ready. She made me feel safe, loved, and seen during many of the times that I felt impossible to know, love, or protect.

			So, when my brilliant, brilliant grandmother began losing her memory, began losing herself, it felt unthinkable. She was too bright of a light to be dimmed, I’d thought. It was heartbreaking in a way I hadn’t known was possible.

			Still, I will never regret the time I spent caring for her. I had the opportunity to return some of that same safety, love, and understanding that she’d given me throughout my childhood back to her. And while it was often difficult, and while I was not as good at caring for her as she had been for me, I look back with unwavering gratitude on that time we had together.

			I treasure each time her face lit up in recognition of me or another loved one. I still feel her trembling hand in mine when she told me she was so glad I could visit, for the tenth time in a row while sitting with her in our shared home. I still smile when I recall the bittersweet memories of her checking the mail six times in one day, waiting on a love letter from her long-departed husband.

			I still don’t really know how to process the grief I feel from losing her. The way my heart reaches for hers so often, knowing she’s no longer here, knowing she was hard to reach long before she was gone. At the same time, I can recognize how frustrating it must have been for her, how much she grieved the loss of her once sharp mind and wit, and how that made her eager to move on to what she believed God had in store for her in the next life.

			Regardless, I miss her terribly and I hope that I can honor her in this way.

			Because this love story isn’t just about Prue and Milo—though their love story is one of my favorites. It’s also about a love between Prue and her mother and the lengths we will go to for the people we care about most.

			I hope you enjoy your time in Baysville, dear reader.

			Love,

			Hannah

			CONTENT WARNINGS:

			
					
					Early-onset Alzheimer’s disease

				

					
					Caretaking for an ill parent

				

					
					Depictions of struggling as the result of childhood abuse from parents (past, off page, no reappearance or amends)

				

					
					Descriptive sexual content

				

					
					Brief mention of high-risk pregnancy and early labor

				

					
					References to smoking cigarettes and alcohol consumption

				

					
					Cancer diagnosis

				

			

		

	
		
			
				You drove into town on a windy day.

				A tempestuous welcome turned to a soft breeze,
then to a contented sigh.

				Relief from all that surrounds us, billowing sheets on the line.

				“Finally,” the wind blew, “now the rest is up to them.”

				—P.W.

				 

			

		

	
		
			One

			Milo

			“Please, Bertha, baby, I am begging you,” I say, tightening my hands around the shuddering steering wheel. There’s not another living soul in sight. No one to witness our inevitable crash and burn if Bertha decides to call it quits and send us rolling backward down the hill. On this Muskoka back road it’s just me, Bertha, the black tar pavement under us, the gray storm clouds above us, the granite outcropping bordering either side of the road, and, as always, the bobblehead Jesus on my dash.

			“I swear to everything good and holy that if you make it over this hill, I’ll never ask you for anything ever again.” She sputters, and I grit my teeth waiting for the backward roll. “If we make it to town,” I plead, each syllable equal parts pathetic and desperate, “I’ll fill you up with premium fuel and let you rest for a week.” The tires jolt, forcing my hands on the wheel to fight for control. “Okay, okay! Two weeks. I promise.”

			My beloved van’s speedometer is broken, as is most of her, but the temperature gauge isn’t, unfortunately. The needle is fluctuating between you’re beyond fucked and are you on fire yet?

			“C’mon, old girl, don’t quit on me now. Not yet. Don’t you want to go home again?” Though I cannot help but think that my death would probably save me from this familial obligation. Maybe Bertha is taking care of me, just as she has for the past decade, and death is the lesser of these two evils.

			The sound of metal grinding against metal, an irritating high-pitched squealing, is her answer. Then, the choking of an engine, like the mechanical equivalent of a smoker’s cough, which is never a good sign. I prepare my final words, taking a deep breath as the car slows to a stop a few feet shy of the top of the hill.

			Well, this is it, I think to myself. I wonder what my obituary will read, if anyone bothers to write one. If it was up to me it would say: Milo Kablukov, 28, was a nomadic slut, childhood sheep farmer, and wannabe artist with a heart of gold and a penis that launched a thousand ships.

			Just as I’m about to say my final goodbyes to this mortal plane, Bertha kicks back to life, taking us over the edge of the hilltop and onto flattened road. I open my eyes, having closed them while bracing for disaster.

			“Whew, baby!” I shake my limbs free of tension as I adjust position in my seat and toss back my hair. “You little tease,” I say, petting the dashboard. I make a turn onto a back road toward the train station with a flat palm on the wheel and slow my speed to give Bertha a rest. “You really had my heart racing that time, gorgeous,” I tell her, releasing the last of my tension in a languid breath.

			Other than my younger sister, Nadia, Bertha has been the only consistent woman in my life since I got the fuck out of my hometown of Dorset, Ontario, the day after my eighteenth birthday. The town slogan, if it were up to me, would be: Dorset: Where the sheep outnumber the people.

			I won’t be returning there any time soon. My brother, my summoner, has set up home a few towns over. Somewhere just as boring, no doubt, but far enough away from Sonia and Andrei Kablukov—good old Mom and Pop—that my brother would even dare to ask Nadia and me to come to his rescue.

			I pull up in front of the small white building that is technically a train station but looks more like an old cottage. “There she is!” I shout as I wheel the passenger window all the way down. “Nadia motherfuckin’ Kablukov in the flesh!”

			My sister, who perpetually chews gum on one side of her mouth, smirks as she rolls her eyes. “You’re late.” She leans into the window, tapping the inside of the passenger door. “Hi, Bertha baby, you’re looking as shitty as ever.”

			“You look older again,” I point out, scowling at her. “You should really stop doing that.”

			“Aging?” she clarifies.

			I nod.

			“Charming…” She assesses me, or at least what she can see of me from the window, with a curious, wry grin.

			I look her over too, in the habitual, almost subconscious way I always have. Searching for the scrapes, burns, and bruises, and hoping to find none. Nadia has always been equal parts stubborn and prideful, discontent to be the youngest of us three siblings. Which meant she got hurt trying to do things above her paygrade a lot.

			At four, she tried to make her own breakfast, and I helped ice the burn from her run-in with the frying pan. At nine, she climbed up to the roof to fix the TV antenna, and I fixed the eaves trough she broke on her way down and bandaged up her ankle. At twelve, she tried to teach herself to drive Dad’s tractor, and I mended the broken fence and her hand from the splinter she’d gotten trying to repair it herself. Then, there were all the many nights that she’d sneak into my room when Mom and Dad were screaming at each other, and I’d let her pretend it was for my sake, not hers.

			Now, instead of looking for scraped-up limbs, I look at her eyes. I try to judge how much weight they’re holding. I attempt to measure the dark circles underneath as if they were rings on a tree stump, as if age and sleepless nights could be measured in the same way.

			Nadia’s hair is back to its original black color and rests just above her jaw in a straight, sharp line. She’s gained some weight back, which I’m relieved to notice, but not enough. She was way, way too thin for a while there. She joked that she was too busy to eat all the while finding the time to smoke her way through a pack of cigarettes a day.

			I’m not judging—all three of us siblings have our vices, our own unhealthy way of surviving our fucked-up childhood—I just hated seeing her look weak when she is far, far from it.

			So maybe it’s her hair, or the extra few pounds she’s gained back, or the fewer rings under her eyes, or the less jittery way that she stands on the curb allowing me the chance to look her over—but she does look older. It settles me and somehow makes me uneasy at the same time. She’s doing better, but I didn’t know that until now. And when was the last time I had asked my little sister how life was treating her?

			I need to be better at asking.

			“You look great, зайка.” Зайка, or bunny in Russian, is what Nik, our older brother, started calling Nadia from birth. She had these huge, chubby cheeks as a baby that reminded him of his favorite animal at the time; the ones he’d sneak food to that lived under my parents’ barn. “You just look different, that’s all.”

			“Well…You were gone a long time. Again,” she replies, quirking an arched brow.

			I unbuckle the seatbelt, but don’t turn off the engine before getting out of the driver’s seat. Truthfully, I don’t know if I could get Bertha to start back up again and there’s no way I could afford to get a tow truck.

			“Get over here,” I request, opening my arms wide for her as I approach. Nadia, stiff as a board, welcomes my hug in a literal sense by stepping toward me, but keeps her arms firmly at her sides. “I missed you,” I say over the top of her head. She mumbles something that sounds like uh-huh into my chest. I squeeze tighter before releasing her.

			I reach toward the ground for one of her oversized khaki duffel bags. “What’s in here?” I say, throwing it over my shoulder before reaching for the other one. “This has to be at least fifty pounds.” I pick up the second bag. “Each!”

			“That, dear brother, is everything I own. Minus the lamp that came with my apartment, which is somehow controlled by the upstairs tenant. Or, at least, I hope that’s who is turning it on and off all day.”

			I walk toward the back of the van, and she follows closely. “Toronto sounds…fun.”

			“For sure.” I catch her smiling softly at the back doors of the van as I struggle to open the right rear door. Much like my own skin, Bertha’s outer shell is covered in memories, mistakes, and inspirational scribblings. “I see you’re still collecting these…” She taps on a bumper sticker, one of many, then underlines the words with her finger. “My other ride is your mother,” she reads, firing an entirely unconvincing disapproving stare my way. “Real classy.”

			I smile widely at her in response, flashing all my teeth as I manage to pry open the door with a grunt of effort. “I have the father version of that one too,” I say, gesturing to the hundreds of other stickers decorating the entire surface of the doors. I toss her bags into the hollow back of the van, alongside my own luggage. “I believe in equality, after all.”

			“Do you? Or are you simply an equal opportunist?” she asks, smirking.

			My bisexuality is no secret to either of my siblings and, as much as they like to tease me about it, they’ve been nothing but supportive. Not that they’d have a choice to be anything but. I have no place in my life for bullshit from anyone, family or not, and they know that. “Can’t it be both?” I ask, shutting the door by throwing my shoulder against it.

			She nods, grinning mischievously as she pulls out her phone from her pocket and snaps a photo of Bertha’s rear. “So…” I lean my shoulder against the door and run one hand through my hair, pushing it to one side as a gust of wind tries to blow it back. “What do you make of all this?” I gesture broadly in what may or may not be the direction of Baysville, my brother’s new home. “A bit dramatic, don’t ya think?”

			Nadia’s lips pout as she considers my question, then she looks up at me with those deep brown eyes that all of us siblings have. “You mean Nik using his one-one-nine?”

			We coined the term one-one-nine over twenty years ago. Whereas a code nine-one-one meant an emergency that we, unfortunately, had no choice but to involve our parents in, a one-one-nine could and should remain between us siblings.

			Nik graciously granted us all two one-one-nine uses per year in childhood. But the rule was that we’d have only one after the age of eighteen to use in perpetuity. That goes for all of us. We have one Get Out of Jail Free card. One Hail Mary. One help-me-bury-the-body-and-don’t-ask-questions. Then, you’re on your own.

			“Yeah,” I answer. “It feels a bit extreme; don’t you think? He’s dreamed of opening his brewery for years and we’ve never been a part of that plan. What could possibly constitute an emergency?”

			“He never specified it had to be used in an emergency…. And, if I recall correctly, you used yours to make me catch a mouse for you when we were backpacking in Costa Rica.” She leans her hip up against the van and digs around in her oversized tote for what I hope is not a cigarette. “So, maybe let’s not be so quick to judge.”

			“It was Ecuador,” I correct her, “and it was a rat, not a mouse. Plus, you said we didn’t have to count that because a one-one-nine is only for situations that require both siblings, and Nik was here playing house. I’m saving mine for my forties, when I plan to hit rock bottom.”

			“That doesn’t sound like something I’d say,” Nadia replies as she continues rifling through her bag. “And Nik wasn’t playing house, he’d fucking committed to the bit. But I guess you’d already skipped town by the time he got Sef knocked up and married her a month later….”

			I’d been gone for only three months when my brother popped the question. I couldn’t go back for the wedding. I just…couldn’t. I could finally breathe, lost in the middle of nowhere. I finally felt some semblance of freedom, some control over my own life. Still, I know Nik hates me just a little for not showing up. And, I hate myself a little for it too.

			Nadia’s arm is deep enough inside of this tote bag of hers that she should consider asking it if it has a safe word. “All right, what’re you looking for in there?” And please don’t say a cigarette.

			She rolls her eyes, again. “Relax, I quit….”

			“Okay, good.” Wait; how did she? “Wait, I didn’t—”

			“Aha!” she says, pulling out a neatly folded lined piece of paper. “Here,” she says, handing it to me.

			I unfold it, and immediately recognize my handwriting and half-scribbled signature at the bottom of the page, though I don’t remember writing any of it. To be fair, Nadia and I don’t typically stay sober for very long when in each other’s company.

			“I, Milo Kablukov, hereby grant Nadia Kablukov the right to one pack of cigarettes whenever she is within a twenty-mile radius of either of our parents.” I look up, noticing that she’d mouthed the words along with me as I’d read them. “Furthermore, I will purchase them for her without complaint. Signed on the fifteenth of May, 2022…” We say that last part in unison.

			I scrunch it up into a ball in my fist. “Didn’t you just say you quit? Won’t this, like, fuck that up?”

			“I’m not going to smoke them!” she says, rolling her eyes, then they harden as she purses her lips. “Unless we end up seeing Mom and Dad. Then, all bets are off.”

			I sigh, tossing the paper back and forth between my hands. “Nik said they haven’t come by his new place at all. That we probably won’t—”

			“I know.” She rips the balled-up note away from me and begins smoothing it out. “I asked him too.”

			“Fine,” I say, turning to walk toward the driver’s seat. “But you can never smoke inside of Bertha. She’s got asthma,” I shout over the top of the van. Plus, I’m not fully confident she won’t somehow combust if we light a match in her. She does have a slight gasoline-tank-leaking smell.

			We both get inside, fasten our seatbelts, and reach out to pat the bobblehead Jesus. Nik bought him for me ten years ago as a gag gift the day I bought Bertha from his best friend’s grandma, her namesake. None of us siblings are remotely religious, but we are creatures of habit, and I can no longer drive without first forcing all passengers to pay their respects to bobblehead Jesus.

			“I seriously cannot believe that Bertha’s still going.” Nadia looks around cautiously. “How old is she now?”

			“You know better than to ask a lady’s age.” I think back to the hill, my obituary, and then to the memory of my little sister ten years younger than she currently is, sitting in the passenger seat, asking me for the last time to not leave town. I decide then to take the long way to Nik’s new place, avoiding any hills, highways, or possible dangers. I’m more than willing to roll the dice with my own life, but not hers.

			“But seriously, is she still safe to drive?”

			“Why? You worried about me, Nads?” I ask, winking at her.

			In a totally unexpected move from the invulnerable youngest Kablukov sibling, she nods.

			I cut the teasing and go for sincerity. “She nearly quits on me every day, but I like to think of that as her way of flirting.” I push down on the gearshift so it doesn’t pop out of place, and attempt to shift the van from park into drive as Nadia braces herself with one hand on the grip handle above the door and the other on the dash.

			“Flirting with death, maybe.” She turns toward me as the engine purrs, and we begin rolling backward slowly, toward the sunken edge of the parking lot. “Your attachment to this van will get you killed,” she says, looking anxiously at the back windshield.

			I fight to get Bertha out of neutral, and then put my foot on the pedal, driving us away from the small station. “Nah, that’s not the way I plan to go.”

			She sighs. “Dare I ask?”

			“I’m going out in a blaze of glory on my sixty-ninth birthday. My vision is a crowd of naked people cheering me on as I attempt to jump a motorcycle between cliffs, but instead, I plummet to the shark-infested waters below.”

			“Sounds about right.” She pauses to pinch her temples. “I’m happy to hear that you’ve got life goals, I guess”—her head tilts sharply—“or would that be death goals?” she whispers.

			I ignore her. “I, of course, survive the fall and fight off the sharks,” I add, making a right turn onto the main strip of road that connects most of the small towns around here.

			“Naturally.” Nadia pokes at a button for the radio, clearly trying to shut me up, but nothing plays. Joke’s on her—the radio hasn’t worked for at least three years now. There is a tape stuck in there that plays only one song, and you have to hit all the buttons in a certain sequence to get it to work. I will not be teaching her. She will have to endure the ramblings of her favorite brother instead.

			“I’m taken to the hospital, naturally, for my minor injuries….”

			“Sure.” She turns the volume dial, then hits the cassette slot with the heel of her palm. “At what point in this story do you actually die?”

			“Give me a second!” I slap her hand away from the buttons on the dash. “Eventually, one of the nurses hears the tale of my heroism and, tragically, he or they or she rides me so hard in my hospital bed that my heart gives out.”

			She recoils, putting space between us as she leans toward the passenger door and shoots daggers at me with her eyes.

			“No?” I ask. “I thought that was the perfect plan.”

			“What is—and please feel free to really dig deep here before you answer—wrong with you?”

			“Fuck, sorry for having aspirations!” I take my eyes off the road for only a second to smile at her. Nadia’s arms are crossed as she leans back in her seat, enraptured by the view out the window of the storm clouds gathering above us. I allow the silence for a minute, maybe even two, before I can no longer stand it. “So…” I drum my thumbs on the steering wheel. “Want to catch me up?”

			“On?”

			“Your life.”

			“Do I have to?”

			Yes. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

			Her jaw tightens, but she still answers through gritted teeth. “No.”

			“Girlfriend?”

			She chuckles, kind of—it’s more like a scoff. “No; still straight.”

			“God, you and Nik are so boring! Bisexuality is the way of the future….”

			“You are the agenda that Fox News is always blathering on about.”

			That makes us both smile, which sends a rush of relief through my veins. “Which part of the city are you living in? Do you like it?”

			“A shitty month-to-month apartment with the aforementioned haunted lamp in Moss Park. I gave up my lease to come here, though.”

			“Career?”

			She laughs dryly.

			“Okay, but a job?” I ask.

			“I was bartending for a bit but, again, I quit it for this.”

			I turn to her, attempting to keep my eyes on the road as I communicate my clear surprise. “You, Nadia Annika Kablukov, were in a customer service position?”

			“I know.” She giggles darkly, flashing her eyes at me. “Admittedly, I didn’t make tips. But!” She perks up, straightening in her seat. “My bar did have this drink called the Hurricane where dudes would pay me to pour a shot into their mouth, make them swallow it, then throw water at them before slapping them across the face.”

			“Okay, now I’m seeing the appeal. That sounds like your dream come true.”

			She sighs wistfully, placing a hand on her chest. “It was.”

			“Anything else of note?” I ask. “Tell me something Nik or Sef don’t know so I can hold it over them.”

			She leans her head toward the window as she thinks it over. I hate that it’s difficult. That Nik is probably checking in with her as often as he checks in with me. Except Nadia probably responds…unlike me. “I almost adopted a cat,” she offers.

			“No shit, really? What happened?”

			“He was living on my fire escape and screaming every night, so I started feeding him. Mostly just to get some sleep at first, but then I stupidly got attached to the thing. He looked like he had fleas, so I didn’t want to let him inside without getting him checked out first….” Her voice trails off.

			“Okay, then what?” I ask, slowing to a stop as we approach a red light.

			“I took him to the local animal shelter and they found one of those microchips in his ear. Turns out, he’d run away from home.” She pauses to throw a playful smirk my way—as if to say You’d know something about that. “His owner had never stopped looking for him, I guess. He got picked up later that day.” Her voice softens, almost as if she’s…feeling.

			This is new territory for Nadia and me. I’ve got no problem confessing my sentiments, sins, and secrets to whomever is spending the night in my bed, but my family did not do feelings growing up, let alone express them to one another. “I’m sorry you couldn’t keep him, зайка.”

			She makes a dismissive noise, akin to a cleared throat. “It’s probably for the best. I wasn’t ready for that level of commitment.”

			I chuckle, thinking of the sad pair we are in comparison to our family-man big brother who craved commitment and steadiness from birth. “Fair enough.”

			She shrugs it off. “How about you? Where have you been?”

			“I was following a carnival around Texas for a while. I drew caricatures next to the ring-toss game. Sometimes they’d let me play for free when it was slow.”

			“I’m proud of you for maintaining your artistic integrity.”

			“All right, well, I’m a big boy, Nads.” I pat my stomach, keeping my face forward as my eyes slide to her. “I can’t afford to be a starving artist.” And I was for a minute, when I was still trying to sell my art instead of my soul.

			“Well, you do love carnival food,” she adds.

			“I was cured of that by the third week.” I could gag even imagining corn dogs and, as a rule, I love phallic-shaped food.

			“Where were you before Texas?”

			“Here, there, and everywhere. I did a little bit of landscaping work in Tela, taught golf in Puerto Plata to tourists…I was a pool boy for a wealthy couple in Miami…. That type of shit.”

			“You were a pool boy?” She laughs. “What do you know about pools?”

			“I didn’t do much of the actual pool part of the gig, per se.”

			Her face scrunches up in horror. “Oh god. Say less, please.”

			I laugh. “Honestly, I was running out of money and Bertha definitely needed a break, so Nik’s SOS came at the right time.” I pause, considering what I just said. “Don’t—”

			“I won’t tell him,” Nadia interrupts, pulling out her phone as she rolls her eyes. “Well, I think we’re all caught up,” she says, holding it up to the roof as if she’ll somehow get a signal that way. “Now what?”

			“We should have paced ourselves better. What will we do for the rest of our two months together?”

			“Right…two months…” She doesn’t look away from her phone.

			“Nik said two months, right?”

			She licks her lips quickly, forcing down yet another smirk. “He did say that to you, yes.”

			“Nads…what do you know?” I ask, looking urgently between her and the road ahead. “Did you talk to Sef? What’s going on?” I knew Nik wouldn’t use his one-one-nine on a fucking bar opening. “Nadia!”

			Nadia releases an incredulous laugh, her eyes glued to her phone as she scrolls. “You’ll have to wait and see, big brother.”

		

	
		
			Two

			Prue

			Sliding on my favorite pair of fuzzy slippers, I step out into a breezy Sunday morning from my A-frame on my parents’ property and walk the short distance to their back porch.

			Everything about my parents’ home is colorful: yellow siding interrupted by white-trimmed windows and doors, shades of orange and red and pink filling every inch of the garden beds, the perennial flowers on their last legs before they disappear until spring. Every post of the balcony railing is painted in a slightly different shade of blue, complementing the cobalt back door. A narrow, curving walkway was painted a calming shade of green, leading from the back door to the base of the four porch steps.

			No part of our home was safe from my mother’s creativity or brush, inside or out.

			I enter through the kitchen and find my dad at the table. “Top of the mornin’, Tom,” I say, brushing my palm over his bald head before darting to grab the chocolate donut on his plate out from under his nose. I take a bite, before he’s even noticed it’s gone.

			“Mmm, delicious.” Brown crumbs spew out of my mouth as I speak, dusting his newspaper. “Did John try a new recipe?”

			He chuckles, the apples of his cheeks rising alongside his cheery smile. “Tom? That is Father dearest to you, young lady.” He reaches out to take his donut back but I dodge him, my socks sliding against the hardwood floor as I take another bite.

			Today is Sunday, which means a delivery of donuts from the bakery around the corner, owned by my father’s best friend, John. His shop, called John Dough, is a mainstay of our one-stop-sign, pass-through, tourist-trap of a town.

			Well, technically, it’s not a one-stop-sign town anymore. They put in a traffic light last month. The townies even held a ribbon-cutting ceremony to celebrate, not that I was in attendance. The light was installed in anticipation of yet another business that will inevitably close its doors in a year, or even sooner once the owners decide the winters aren’t worth it.

			Though I’ve yet to meet our newest neighbors, Dad—the Miss Congeniality of Baysville—has. He likes them fine, from the sound of things. Or, at least, he likes the sampler beer flight they sent him home with. He certainly likes them more than the couple who tried to open a grocery store three lots down a few years back. Groceries are his business, after all.

			Resting along the main road connecting Baysville to the much larger surrounding towns of Huntsville and Bracebridge is Welch’s Gas and Grocer. It has been in our family for four generations now, as Dad proudly tells every new customer. It’s relatively big in comparison to the surrounding businesses. We have two gas pumps out front, then the storefront itself, which is a one-story windowed building attached to the front of the two-story, two-bedroom, yellow-slatted house my parents live in.

			The A-frame out back was originally built for my parents when Dad began working for Grandpa after Mom had finished her teaching degree and took a job at the nearest high school. When my grandfather passed away, Mom and Dad moved into the yellow house and the A-frame became Mom’s art studio. In the two decades that followed, Mom worked as an art teacher while Dad ran the store, providing anything customers needed, from worms for fishing to overpriced cartons of eggs.

			As the sign out front says…Welch’s: We’ve got what you forgot.

			The irony of this inherited slogan is not lost on us.

			And, when Mom needed to move into her own bedroom, the loft above her studio became my chilly, spider-infested, cozy safe haven.

			I take one last bite of Dad’s donut as he manages to grab hold of my elbow and tug me closer.

			“Cheeky!” He swats my arm with his rolled-up newspaper as he steals the pastry back. “There’s one on the counter for you but now I want half of it.” The wooden chair underneath him scrapes against the uneven floorboards as he moves to shield his donut and coffee from me. He opens his newspaper with a flourish and writes something into the crossword with his pen, plucked from behind his ear.

			I turn to look at the kitchen. A few feet from the table my father is sitting at, the countertops are so entirely covered in clutter and dirty dishes that I can barely see the grain of the butcher block beneath. It’s a visual reminder that these Sunday mornings, when the store opens later and Dad can sit down to eat his hand-delivered donut, read his paper, and rest his mind before work, are precious and needed.

			I make my way over to the sink, wait for the water to warm, plug the drain, and get to work on last night’s dishes. Mom wanted soup, despite it being an uncharacteristically hot September day, so Dad and I made her favorite—French onion. Dad stopped by John’s for a fresh baguette, got lost in yet another conversation about the Beatles no doubt, and then visited Cheryl’s Deli after hours to pick up some Gruyère. All the while, I cut onions at the table, trying to keep Mom in conversation as she worked on another puzzle.

			Mom’s recently been downgraded from five-hundred- to one-hundred-piece puzzles to avoid outbursts. I’ve spent too much time picking up puzzle pieces off the kitchen floor while Dad ushers her upstairs to not reduce the number of pieces.

			That’s not her, I remind that bitter voice inside of my head. I scrub the baked-on cheese off the lip of Mom’s favorite blue bowl and scold myself once again for feeling frustrated.

			That’s not her. If I don’t remind myself, I’ll cry. And I try not to do that much anymore. Mostly because I don’t have the time for it.

			Though patience has never been my best skill, it certainly had been one of Mom’s. She raised her voice at me one time in my entire childhood. I remember it vividly because it felt so unnatural and foreign to her usual softhearted, gentle approach. I was trying to find my special pen and spent probably less than ten seconds looking for it before I ran to find Mom and make her look instead. Running into her studio, I managed to knock over an entire jar of freshly opened paint.

			Truthfully, I had done that countless times. Mom was always leaving paint cans scattered around, having gotten pulled in a new creative direction that required immediate attention, and I was never good at looking where I was going. But that morning the jar of blue paint spilled all over the brand-new large canvas that Mom had just finished binding, and she snapped.

			“Dammit, Prudence!” Two shouted words, one stunned expression shared between us, and then fits of uneasy laughter that slowly relaxed into resting smiles when Mom eventually grabbed a brush, turned that spilled blue paint into a picturesque sky, and invited me to help her make clouds.

			That woman, who repurposed my mistakes and filled our home with color, was the architect of my childhood.

			She kept me sheltered in her company in all stages and seasons. We spent long summer afternoons by the lake together, where she’d entertain each of my many, many terrible poems. We shared chilly autumn evenings huddled by the fireplace, listening to Dad playing the piano for us. We sat together on crisp winter mornings, snuggled under blankets with mugs of tea and bellies full of homemade oatmeal. We lost countless hours on hope-filled spring afternoons picking flowers in our neighbor’s unruly field.

			That is why I stay, I remind myself. That is who she is.

			I stay for the woman who handled me, an exposed nerve in a girlish form, with so much care. A woman who never pushed me too far away from her reach because she knew I was never quite ready to stand steadily on my own two feet. And for the man who loves her too. Because if I left, he’d have no choice but to lose us both.

			Alzheimer’s has taken a lot from our family, mostly from Mom, but I refuse to give up the truth of who she truly is.

			So, I will keep reminding myself. When I’m picking up puzzle pieces, or cooking soup on a hot day, or repeating myself for the hundredth time. I will continue to close my eyes and imagine her. The mother who held forgiveness, grace, and patience in limitless quantities behind her seashell-colored eyes. And I will try to offer those same qualities back to her in kind.

			I will keep this family together.

			“How did she sleep?” I ask, placing Mom’s bowl in the drying rack and looking over my shoulder toward Dad.

			“All right, for the most part. She woke up a handful of times but settled easily,” Dad says, flipping the page of his paper, his eyes scanning it absently. “She was asking about painting again.”

			I sigh out through my nose, pressing my hip to the counter before I pick up another dish. For the last few weeks Mom has been waking at night, desperate to get to her studio. Sometimes she thinks she’s left it unlocked, other times she just wants to paint. Dad always manages to convince her to get back into bed, but she’s growing more and more agitated.

			“We can switch beds for a while, if you want,” I offer. “So you can catch up on—”

			“No, sweetie. Thank you, though.” Dad takes a long sip of coffee. “I’m going to try and see what I can find later today around the house to tide her over. Maybe we can see if your aunt can come up for a visit next weekend to give us some time to clear out her studio for her.”

			The studio has gone unattended for so long that getting it ready for her would be at least a two-day job. Between just giving everything a thorough clean and going into town to replace the supplies, it’s no easy task. But if that’s what Mom’s wanting, that’s what we’ll do.

			“Aunt Lucy’s in Wales for the next month,” I say. “But I’ll take care of it. This week. I’ll get the studio cleaned up for her.”

			“With what time?”

			I can cut back on my writing, for sure. Reading too. If I make an effort to eat more fiber this week, I could gain back some time there as well. I could probably cut back to six hours of sleep, maybe even five. “Like I said, I’ll figure it out.”

			“Maybe…” Dad clears his throat, and swallows so loudly that I can hear him from across the room. “Maybe, sweet, sweet daughter of mine, we could revisit the conversation around—”

			“Don’t try and butter me up,” I say, wringing out my sponge. “Seriously, it’s fine. I’m fine.”

			“Prue…”

			“I’ve got it,” I say, turning on my heel to face him, my plastered smile dangerously near breaking into a scowl. “Let me take care of it…. Please.”

			He rubs his chin furiously, then checks his watch when it catches his eye. I see the conversation play out in his mind, the same dance he and I have spun time and time again over the last several months. I feel his resolve settle between us the moment he realizes we don’t have enough time to rehash the same back-and-forth before he needs to leave to open the store.

			We need help.

			No, we don’t. We can’t afford it anyway.

			Prue, you need to get out more. You need a life of your own.

			I don’t. I’m good where I am.

			Your mom would want you to—

			Dad, please. I’m fine. Seriously.

			You look tired.

			Jeez, thanks.

			We cannot do this forever, darling.

			We can. Mom would.

			Yes…But—

			Dad, I promise I’m fine.

			And then, regardless of whether we actually have the conversation or not, he will sigh and say, “Tonight, Prue. You and I need to sit down and have a real conversation about this. I mean it this time.”

			Wait, no…That’s not how it’s supposed to—

			“Good morning!” Mom singsongs, turning the corner from the bottom of the stairs toward us. She practically waltzes into the center of the room in her white silk robe and matching fluffy slippers, smiling and chipper and so…her-like. “Something smells good!”

			“Julia,” Dad whispers in the same hushed, mesmerized tone he does anytime Mom shows up more like herself. As if she’ll startle and leave as quickly as she appeared. Or, as if he’s dreaming and afraid to wake himself.

			My heart clenches too tight alongside a sinking feeling, knowing that Mom’s clearer days tend to mean our routine goes out the window. Remembering the grief we will experience tomorrow, when she’s left us again. I force a smile, dropping the sponge into the sink before I turn around to greet her, leaning my lower back against the counter. “Hi, Mom.”

			She stops, tilting her head curiously at me as she lets out a restrained laugh, her playful eyes looking between Dad and me. “Mom?”

			Oh.

			She giggles dryly, greeting my dad with a kiss on his cheek as he rises to stand beside her. “Luce, did you just call me Mom?”

			Thank you for joining us for another kitchen recital, ladies and gentlemen. This morning the leading role of Aunt Lucy will be played by her niece, Prudence Welch, once again.

			It doesn’t hurt as much anymore, not like it used to. I do see the resemblance. Lucy and I share the same tightly coiled brunette hair, bushy brows, and pale skin. Whereas Lucy’s features are just right for her face, I think our similar lips are far too big for the narrower face I inherited from Dad. Additionally, my vivacious aunt can pull off the doe eyes we share. Unfortunately for me, they give the impression that I’m approachable. I’m not.

			The hardest lesson I’ve had to learn over the past four years is that when someone begins losing their memory, it’s the short-term that goes first.

			Imagine a home, Mom’s neurologist had told us, where the basement is the present and the attic is as far back as memories go. The home begins to flood, from the ground up. Like with a flood, some items will be salvageable, but most things will be lost. Similarly, some memories will survive whereas most will not. Level by level, you’ll see the water rise, irreparably damaging each room on its way.

			Thankfully, days like this are rare. Occasionally, Mom will be confused as to why I look older, but we can usually get past that. But others, like today, when she hasn’t slept well or when she’s had a hard day the day before, her mind takes her to another time—a time, typically, before I existed. It’s her brain’s way of protecting her from her current reality.

			Dad and I exchange brief, messaging glances. His says sorry. Mine says don’t be.

			What, exactly, he’s apologizing for I’m not completely sure. It could be because he still gets days with Mom that I don’t. Or, because I’m not as good at pretending it doesn’t weigh on me as I’d like to think I am. Maybe he’s apologizing for this dreadful real conversation he’s decided we need to have later.

			“Did I?” I squeeze out a laugh from the hollow of my chest, turning back toward the sink to shut off the running water. “Whoops!”

			The most important rule when caring for someone with early-onset Alzheimer’s is and will always be: Play along. If you threaten their understanding of their current reality, they will panic. You want to avoid panic.

			“I was just about to go open the store, Jules,” my dad says, bending down to kiss her, cradling her face in his hands. “But I’ll be right out front if you need me.”

			“Ha, ha…Very funny.” Mom rolls her eyes, gently smacking him on the shoulder. When Dad hesitates, her face falls, and she brings her hand to hold his wrist, squeezing him as he rubs his thumb over her cheek. “You’re not serious, right?” A short, scattered, verging-on-hysterical scoff. “You’re not really going to work on our wedding day?”

			I groan internally, allowing my eyes to shut as the exhaustion threatens to pull me under.

			Three long seconds. Then my father releases a deep, clipped laugh. “Of course not, my bride. Of course not.”

			And with that, our day just got a whole lot longer.

			“You…” She shakes her head, smiling brightly up at him. “You tease too much!” She turns her attention toward me. “Why does everyone look so sad? It’s a wedding for Christ’s sake, not a funeral!” Her laugh is effervescent, sparking memories of loud townie Christmas parties, midnight cookie-dough feasting, and happy birthdays sung out of key.

			I shake myself. “Sorry,” I say, walking over to them, reaching out for her hand. I take it tightly in my grasp, feeling her cool skin against mine. I make a mental note to insist that she wear a cardigan with her dress. “It’s just, I’m going to miss you…” I inhale, letting the truth exist for a brief second between us. “Two weeks in England is a long time.”

			The VHS among the books on the living room shelves reads: England, 1993: Our honeymoon. I used to make my parents do a double feature on every anniversary. We’d make snacks, get dressed up, and then watch their wedding video. Then, Dad would cook a full British roast and we’d watch the memories of their honeymoon. Most years I would fall asleep to him softly playing her “Julia” by the Beatles on the piano as she danced for him. Just as they did the first night they met.

			I wish I could tell her that.

			I wish I could show her the video.

			I wish she would show it to me again.

			Mom presses her forehead to mine. “I’ll be back before you know it, Luce.” Then, with a tipped-up chin and a wink, she bolts, taking off toward the stairs with her robe fluttering behind her. “C’mon! And bring the champagne!” she yells.

			Dad pats my shoulder, reaching into the cabinet where we store a collection of alcohol-free sparkling wine for this exact reason. We were caught without it once, and I will not be called the world’s worst bridesmaid again. Turns out, my mother is a bit of a bridezilla. “I’ll get John on the phone,” Dad says, handing me the bottle.

			John keeps a spare cake in his deep freezer for days like this.

			“I’ll put up the sign,” I reply, voice resigned. I walk toward the front of the house where a brightly painted purple door connects Dad’s office to the storefront. I reach to the back of the office’s closet, grab the Closed for a Wedding sign, and make my way to the shop’s front door.

			Clyde, the oldest man alive, who is also, tragically, my only real friend in town, is already waiting there for me. I unlock the top and bottom of the door, then push it open. “Morning, Clyde.”

			He fixes his cap in greeting. “Good morning, doll.”

			“We’re closed for the day, I’m afraid.” I hold up the sign to him before securing it with a binder clip to the shop’s hours sign. “Sorry.”

			He nods slowly, reading it over. “Ah, no bother. I’ll pop by later for some cake then.” I watch as he begins to walk away, turning toward his daughter’s house across the street. “D’ya need Lynn to bring anything by?”

			I shake my head no, and he nods.

			“Thank you, though. See you later,” I say, knowing he’s already out of earshot. As soon as I step aside to make sure he’s gotten over the curb okay, a huge gust of wind forces the door open, slamming it against the store’s outer wall.

			“Shit!” I startle, clasping my chest.

			“Careful!” Clyde shouts, holding his hat in place. “It’s a windy one today!”

			“Perfect day for a wedding!” I yell back sardonically, grumbling under my breath as I move to shut the door. “Tenth time’s the charm,” I whisper to myself, locking it in place.

		

	
		
			
				My mother sewed me the most beautiful pair of wings.

				She decorated them with lace, diamonds, and pearls.

				Nothing too heavy, as to not weigh me down.

				Nothing too light, to teach me my strength.

				Then, she placed them on my back and hoped for the best.

				Only, I didn’t want anyone else to see them.

				—P.W.

				 

			

		

	
		
			Three

			Milo

			“It doesn’t look open,” Nadia says from the passenger seat, leaning forward to look around me and toward the gas station’s store.

			“Maybe they’re closed on Sundays?” I say, flicking the fuel gauge. Sometimes, if I’m lucky and hit it just right, Bertha will tell me I’m low on gas before I run out of fuel. Today, I’m not so lucky. We’ll have to gamble that we’ve got enough to get to Nik’s place.

			“Their Facebook page says otherwise.” She shows me her screen, where every item nearly past its sell-by date gets its own dedicated post in screaming all caps. “Open seven days a week,” she reads in her best radio-DJ voice, “Welch’s: We’ve got what you forgot.”

			“Here’s a wild idea, you could just get out of the car and go check?” I offer a smile that is anything but sweet.

			“Do you have cash on you?”

			“No, why?”

			“Okay, do you trust me with your PIN number?”

			I squint at her, trying to decide.

			“And did you or did you not swear in written testimony that you would buy me cigarettes?”

			I groan.

			“Exactly. Pay up, loser,” she says, shooing me with a flippant wave of her hand as she continues to scroll on her phone.

			“You’re a pain in the ass.” I turn off the engine and toss the keys onto the dash.

			I slam the van’s door behind me, mostly so the lock mechanism clicks into place, but also out of spite. Immediately the wind picks up, nearly blowing me sideways. My hair is tossed to one side and my unbuttoned gray flannel jacket folds up my back, flapping against my shoulders. “All of this for cigarettes she’s not even going to smoke,” I grumble, trying the shop’s door to no avail.

			Cupping my hand to the glass, I check for signs of life.

			“We’re closed.” Somewhere upwind, a woman speaks. I look to the other side of the small parking lot in the direction of the breathy voice and—

			Whoa.

			The wind threatens to carry all five-foot-nothing of her away, blowing chestnut curls loose from the woven braid that rests over her shoulder and pulling the baby-blue dress she’s wearing taut behind her—emphasizing each dip and swell of her silhouette in soft, inviting challenge.

			“Rusalka,” I whisper in warning to any nearby men who may hear it. Run, something deep inside of me says.

			I’ve never listened well to my intuition, or to anyone else’s, really. And, I’m far too intrigued to leave now. Intrigued and a bit frightened, which is new. Men are lured to their death by beautiful creatures time and time again in mythology. Different legends call them by different names: sirens, nymphs, pixies, faeries, rusalki. But the result is the same—death at the hands of a beautiful creature, too alluring to deny.

			So fucking be it.

			“Hello,” I call back, straightening my stance and turning to face her head-on. I walk, closing the distance between us, having to directly command my legs to take each step. “I’m—”

			“Yeah, hi,” she replies curtly. “We’re closed.” She crosses her arms, then immediately unfolds them to deal with some flyaway hair sticking to the corner of her mouth. Tucking the unruly curl behind her ear, she continues with her unconvincing withering stare, keeping her hand pressed against her neck and ear. Her eyes dip down to the cuff of my rolled-up sleeves and the tattoos along my forearm.

			I watch keenly as her lips tuck inward, in obvious reaction to whatever approving thoughts she’s thinking as her gaze continues down to my wrist toward the hand that’s inside of my jeans pocket. It’s a reaction I’m familiar with.

			She wants me.

			Which is good, because the feeling’s mutual.

			“There’s been a mistake then. Your sign says you’re open ten to four on Sundays,” I taunt lightly, jutting my chin toward the door behind my back. “But I can tell that this”—I pause to show her my own appreciation—“is probably not your usual workwear.”

			Though it’s beginning to die down, the wind is still giving her a hard time, throwing her hair every which way as she grows more and more frustrated and flustered.

			My hands itch for a pencil, to put the sight of her to paper. I love drawing curls like hers. The delicate way they fall, their frizzy nature that evokes a feeling of innocence. Then, there are her lips. Her lips are so round and full and fuck if I’m not thinking about kissing them when I realize that she’s said something else I’ve completely missed.

			“Sorry?” I ask, blinking back to focus.

			Her eyes have softened some, a curiosity of her own tucked away behind layers of annoyance. I know that look too. I love that look.

			Women like her are always the most fun to win over. The humility of the chase. The fun in the teasing. The first smile they grant you. The rush of endorphins when their cheeks flush or pupils dilate. The satisfaction when you witness the moment they decide they’ll let you take them home. Girls like that make you work for it in bed too, make you earn every second of their time. And I love to earn it.

			Her eyes roll to the back of her head and god damn me I want to see them do that again for a wholly different reason. “I said, if you bought gas, you can pay at the pump.”

			Then, the wind breaks. The bottom of her dress pools at her feet, her hair settles into place, and my eager eyes take in every inch of her, the birthmarks and freckles on her arms, the mole above the right corner of her lip, the ring of gray around her blue irises. And, fuck, she’s even more lethal windswept and irritated.

			“I didn’t buy gas, I needed cigarettes,” I tell her. “But I’ll settle for your name instead. I’m Milo.” I take my hand out of my pocket and hold it to my chest, watching her throat tighten at the sight of the tattoos across the back of my hand and knuckles as well. “You are?”

			Her mouth twists, lips partially open, and she looks as if she might laugh, but not in the way I’d like her to. In that what-a-fucking-day way when someone is about to reach their limit. And why do I want to see her riled up? Why do I want to push the buttons of this woman before I even know her name?

			“Busy,” she answers, turning to walk away.

			“I can guess your name, if you’d like,” I say, taking a step after her before she turns furiously. I retreat a few steps, fighting the urge to put my hands up in surrender. “Sorry, Killer,” I say with a dry laugh. “I’m only trying to meet my new neighbor.”

			She immediately covers her face with both hands, the faintest hint of red visible on the tips of her nose and ears. “Shit, sorry…” She sighs, curling both arms around her chest. “Are you…um…” She shakes her head softly, as if to jog her memory, and comes up empty. Her eyes go to the front passenger seat of my van, and then back to me. “Dad told me he met you and your wife”—she pauses briefly, looking at Nadia once again—“but he—”

			“No, you’re thinking of my brother, Nik. He’s the owner. I’m just here to lend a hand. And I’m definitely not married.” I point over my shoulder toward the van. “My sister, Nadia, is here to help too.”

			“Oh, okay.” She swallows. “Well, sorry…and, um, good to meet you.” The sound of gravel underfoot brings my eyes downward, to the slit in her dress, and I watch as the tips of her white sneakers twist against the pavement. “I didn’t catch your name…before.”

			“Milo,” I remind her, sticking out my hand.

			“Milo,” she repeats, nodding slowly, placing her hand inside of mine. That first brush of skin sends a shock wave through my system. It’s the same sensation as when liquor hits the back of my throat or I hear the first notes of a favorite song at a bar—each synapse in my brain fires off, signaling that I’m alert and ready to go.

			I smirk, bending forward slightly, refusing to let her hand go just yet. “Are you going to tell me yours or does ‘Killer’ suit you fine?”

			“Lucy!” another woman calls, cheery in approach but still out of sight. “Luuu-cy, where are you?” The question is punctuated by a lengthened, sung vowel.

			Lucy, I take it, pulls her hand back and runs it down the side seam of her dress.

			“Lucy,” I repeat, noticing the inkblot stain on her left thumb.

			“There’s a store ten minutes down the road. They’ll have cigarettes. Though you should really take this as a sign to quit.” She speaks quietly but slowly in response, as if she’s not convinced I can follow a simple command.

			Bossy…I like it. “I think I’ll like this store more,” I say, intensifying my eye contact and waiting for her to squirm. “In fact, I know I do.”

			She doesn’t budge, not even when we’re standing in silence, just staring impolitely into each other’s eyes. She does tilt her head cautiously, as if she’s trying to figure me out. As if a woman like her doesn’t know what a guy like me would want. Suddenly, this town may not be as boring as I thought it was an hour ago.

			Her lips jut out as she nods, seemingly making up her mind about me. And, if that scowl is anything to go off of, the verdict is not looking good. “I’ll see you around, Milo.”

			A dismissal? When we’re just getting started? Over my dead body.

			“You can count on that.”

			She laughs, but still no smile. A breathy, sarcastic-type laugh that says: Sure.

			“What, don’t believe me?”

			“Are you always like this?”

			“No, I’m not. I think I’m in love with you, Lucy.” Would going down on one knee be too much?

			She almost laughs. Nearly smiles. “You’re ridiculous.”

			“And?” Yeah, it would be too much. But should I do it anyway?

			“And my name’s not Lucy.”

			“Okay, well, not-Lucy.” I take a half step closer, and I don’t miss the way her eyes flare momentarily when she lifts her chin up to face me. “I think—”

			“There you are!” I see a white dress round the corner first, then the woman wearing it.

			I recognize her immediately. “Mrs. Welch?” I step back from who might just be the daughter of my favorite high school teacher as if she’s a plucked grenade. “Mrs. Welch, it is you! H-h-hi,” I stammer, then blink a couple of times before I’m able to refocus. “It’s been so long, how are you?”

			“Don’t,” not-Lucy whispers, pleading with those large eyes. “Please…” I sense the dynamic between us shift. As if I went from foe to possible ally, without any idea as to why.

			Confused, I look between them.

			Mrs. Welch, the woman who single-handedly made me want to become an artist, who pleaded with my other teachers for passing grades, who showed up to parent-teacher conferences when my parents forgot, who cheered the loudest when I walked across the stage at graduation, is staring blankly back at me—as if I’m a stranger she can’t quite place.

			My heart lurches up my throat, and a type of hurt follows that is both familiar and familiar.

			“Do…Do you know this man? Do I know him?” she asks her daughter, tears gathering in her eyes.

			“S-s-s-sorry,” I stutter again, shaking myself as I step backward. “Sorry,” I repeat, steadier. “I should—”

			“Milo?” Mrs. Welch inquires, still somewhat dazed. “It is Milo, isn’t it? How do I…” Her question trails off. “How are…If you’re…”

			I stop, turning to her daughter to ask permission, or seek explanation—I’m not sure. She doesn’t return my stare, her sullen but equally surprised expression stuck on Mrs. Welch.

			“Mom?” She reaches out, gently putting her hand on her mother’s arm. “Mom, do you recognize him?”

			Mrs. Welch’s bottom lip trembles, quickly glancing toward her daughter and me. “I don’t understand. I…I don’t understand. I don’t—” She grows restless, her hands turning to fists at her sides as she begins to cry. “How? But today is—” She turns her attention fully onto her daughter, visibly heartbroken. “Did you just call me Mom?”

			“It’s okay….” Not-Lucy rubs her mother’s arm, bunching up her sleeve. “It’s all right.”

			“I was a student of hers,” I say, unsure as to what I’ve done so wrong, but sorry all the same. “I…Is she…Did something—”

			“I think you should go,” she says softly, turning toward me. And it’s tragic that this is the first smile this gorgeous stranger bestows on me. An apologetic, sad, thin line. A request and dismissal.

			“Right, of course,” I say, continuing to watch them as I begin backing away slowly. Once not-Lucy turns her attention back toward her mother, I break into a jog toward the van.

			Throwing myself into the front seat, I close the door behind me and press the side of my head into the wheel, waiting for Nads to look away from her phone and toward me.

			“Thank you…” Nadia holds out her left hand, her eyes still glued to the phone. She turns, slowly, lowering the phone into her lap as she realizes I’ve returned empty-handed. “Huh?” Her glare narrows as I sit up, pushing my head back while running both hands through my hair.

			“They were closed,” I answer, catching my breath.

			She clearly doesn’t believe me, the way she drags her sunglasses down her nose, stares at me over the top of them, and says, “Then what took you so long?”

			“I met the neighbors.” A half-truth. I grab the keys off the dash and start the ignition. I close my eyes when I turn the key, then lean down to kiss the steering wheel when Bertha manages to start for me. “Thank you,” I whisper to her.

			“You’re so fucking weird.” Nadia drops her feet from the dash as we take off down the road and pushes her sunglasses back up. “And you still owe me.”

		

	
		
			Four

			Milo

			I’d need days to process whatever happened back at the gas station with Mrs. Welch and her daughter, but I only had about two minutes before Nadia and I pulled into Nik’s driveway. We’re greeted by haphazardly discarded children’s bikes strewn all over the long, winding entry, flattened soccer balls, broken kites, and every other type of outdoor toy Sef and Nik have given their seventy-two children to, seemingly, destroy.

			Okay; they have only five kids. But five is a lot of fucking kids for a thirty-year-old to have. Or anyone, for that matter.

			Nadia throws her sunglasses onto the dash. Then she begins rolling her window down to greet her public as we round the corner toward a two-story traditional brick home with a family of seven on the porch awaiting our arrival.

			Scratch that, there’s eight of them up there. Nik’s best friend, business partner, and our pseudo-sibling since elementary school, Aleks, is on the porch too, holding one of my nieces up so she can see over the railing.

			I honk the horn three times in a row and Nadia matches every one with a curse word. “Fuck, shit, fuck.” Each word is followed by a uniquely panicked expression, sinking farther into her seat as if she wants to disappear inside of the pleather fabric.

			“What’s wrong?” I laugh, pulling around the side of the house.

			She nearly rips Bertha’s overhead visor off when she slides the small rectangular mirror open. “I didn’t…I wasn’t—” She rubs her finger under her bottom lash line, attempting to wipe a trace of black makeup clean. “Fuuuck.” She wets her finger with her tongue before pressing it to her eye’s inner crease.

			“Oh,” I say, looking toward the porch where Aleks fixes his hair nervously. “When was the last time you saw him?” I ask, trying to mask my obvious curiosity under false indifference.

			“When’s the last time someone punched you in the teeth?” Nadia turns toward me, blinking so innocently in contrast to her seething words that it makes my skin crawl.

			“So this is why you wanted cigarettes, then? Boy drama?”

			“Shut up, Milo,” she says, slamming the visor closed. “Leave it alone.”

			“It’s Aleks….” I look past her, putting the car into park. “He saw you after you cut yourself pageboy bangs in the eighth grade, it cannot get worse than that.”

			She stares into the depths of my soul through widened eyes. “Seriously, drop it.”

			“Do you think he still doesn’t know how to ride a bike?”

			“Fuck off,” she fires back, fighting with the lever to wind the window up.

			“Maybe you could teach him…. That’d be romantic.”

			“Lick rust.”

			“Fine, fine, whatever! Best of luck!” I hop out of the car, then run around a garden bed toward the porch steps. “Hi, hello!” I am tackled, immediately, by three gremlins and their little sibling who, once I’m down on the ground, wipes a wet palm across my face and dries it in my hair.

			Nik and Sef had their first kid, Levi, at twenty. She’s great, as far as ten-year-olds go. She messages me from her iPad every once in a while. Usually, she sends funny cat videos, selfies with increasingly strange filters on them, or unprompted updates about her hamster.

			After Levi came Max, who’s now eight, Wyatt, who’s six, Perry, who’s just shy of four, and baby Quinn, who is…I don’t know. Less than two but more than one. I love my brother, Sef, and all of their many, many spawn but I simply cannot be expected to keep track of this many ages, let alone months.

			“Let him breathe!” Nik calls out in his booming, deep I-am-your-father voice that he’s been perfecting since Nadia was still in diapers.

			“Help!” I pretend to struggle, making them all giggle over me. “Help me, brother!”

			“Auntie Bunny!” Perry shouts, using my spleen as a launching pad as she and all her siblings ditch me for the youngest, more beloved Kablukov sibling. I wonder why Nadia bothered fixing her hair as I watch her get tackled to the ground as well.

			“Hi,” Nik says, standing over me in his blue flannel shirt and dark jeans. I admire his work boots, the same pair he’s had for over a decade now, and take his offered hand to help me stand.

			“Hi, man.” I throw my arms around his shoulders and we both pat each other’s backs twice before going in for a real hug. “Missed you,” I tell him, holding him close.

			“You too,” he whispers gruffly. “Thank you for coming.”

			We step apart, his hand still on my shoulder, as Sef makes her way down the porch steps, smiling knowingly as she holds their youngest. She’s wearing a yellow crocheted top that doesn’t cover even half of her protruding, pregnant belly and a floor-length brown skirt.

			A laugh escapes me, and I grab hold of Nik’s arm to steady myself. “Surely not…” I whisper to him.

			Nik’s pride is unquestionable as he watches his wife approach. “Yeah…”

			“Please tell me I’m not the world’s largest asshole. Did I know Sef was knocked up again?”

			“He thought you wouldn’t come if he told you,” Sef says, going on the tips of her toes to hug me tightly. “Hi, Mi. Missed you.”

			“Hi, Seffy.” Sef, or Sefina, is one of the purest souls I’ve ever met. She’s a walking, talking daily affirmation card. An avid astrologist with a penchant for making people give her the exact time and location of their birth ten seconds into meeting them. A total sweetheart. The yin to my grumpy older brother’s yang. And, apparently, extremely fertile to boot.

			“Congratulations.” I tighten one arm around her, kissing her cheek as I reach toward my brother and pull him in too for a kiss on the side of his head that he immediately wipes off. “Now, real question for you both, have you two ever been told about this new, life-changing device called condoms?” I whisper, earning me a shoulder shove. “Alternatively, there’s this new craze called the pull-out method.”

			“You mean how Wyatt and Perry came to be?” Sef smiles widely. “Yeah, not your brother’s best skill.”

			“Hey!” Nik laughs jaggedly.

			“He’s getting a vasectomy,” Sef says, patting my brother’s cheek with a wink. “Aren’t you, handsome?”

			Nik grumbles but kisses his wife’s wrist before she disappears to greet Nadia excitedly.

			“So this is why you called in your one-one-nine?” I ask. “You didn’t have”—I look around at the many, many bodies in their front lawn, and the one lurking on the porch watching my younger sister intently—“enough adults?”

			One of my brother’s dimples deepens, as his smile twists unevenly. “Something like that.”

			“How, uh, how pregnant is she?”

			“The baby will arrive sometime in the next month or so.”

			“Shit. Has it really been—”

			“We haven’t spoken on the phone since January.” Nik levels me with a look that is far more paternal than I’d like. Disappointment and regret with a little bit of I-told-you-so flare. “We tried to call,” he says. And here I thought I was being an excellent brother by remembering to call on his birthday this year. Just not since.

			I nod, looking at the dirt path under our feet as we walk toward the van, silently agreeing to fetch my and Nadia’s bags.

			“I talk to Levi,” I say, an unquestionable defensiveness seeping into my tone. “I always respond when she messages.”

			“I know. Thank you.” Nik nods, hitting the back of Bertha just right so when he twists the handle, she opens willingly for him. She’s always liked Nik more than me. “We ask her or Nads for signs of life when we get worried.”

			“There’s nothing to worry about,” I say, hopping into the back of the van. I slide Nadia’s heavy-ass bags toward him, and he picks them both up without so much as a flinch. Once a farmhand, always a farmhand, I guess. “I’d tell you if there ever was,” I say, jumping out.

			Nik nods, drawing a line in the dirt between us with the steel toe of his boot.

			I tilt my head to the side, pushing my hair back, and spot a far more interesting subject of conversation. “What’s the story there?” I ask, jutting my chin toward Nadia and Aleks on the porch steps, standing at an awkward distance apart as they both nod a little too eagerly at every other word.

			“There definitely is one…but he won’t tell me shit.”

			Aleks, who was known to our family as “the weird neighbor kid” until he was simply one of us, developed into quite the looker. Not my type—I’ve learned my lesson not to mess around with my brother’s friends—but possibly Nads’s type, based on her softened gaze. “What does Sef know?” I ask.

			“Everything, as per usual, but she won’t tell me either—you know what her and Nadia are like. I just know that there’s unfinished business, for sure. I get the feeling that they spent a lot of time together after we’d left home.” He clicks his tongue, watching alongside me as Aleks attempts to lean onto a porch banister, nearly falls over the railing when his hand misses, then attempts a smooth recovery. “Hard to believe anything could have happened. Nads would tear him in two…” Nik whispers.

			I laugh, closing Bertha’s door. “I don’t know, maybe not. She was nervous when we spotted him on the drive up. Maybe we’ve finally found her one weakness.”

			“Huh…” Nik says, pouting his lips in disbelief. “Well, wouldn’t that be something.”

			A banshee screams and I flinch, turning to watch my niece dramatically collapse to the ground as her older brother holds a toy over her head.

			“Wyatt!” Nik booms, then shakes his head menacingly when Wyatt looks over. He slowly lowers the toy to the ground in front of Perry and smiles sweetly at his dad, knowing he’s been caught.

			“Wow. Do you ever make them do tricks?” I ask. “Sit, spin, play dead?”

			My brother sighs, hoisting the bags back up on his shoulder as he keeps his face pointed to the ground. “It’s good to have you here, man.” Nik walks ahead, toward the house, then turns to walk backward as he smiles, looking me up and down. “I was tired of being the dumbest person in the house.”

			I scoff, looking at his wet-mouthed youngest who’s pulling at Sef’s braid as Sef breaks up an argument between two of baby Quinn’s other siblings. I’m at least smarter than her, I think to myself. I’m not drooling.

			

			

			 

			“This is you,” Nik says, opening the door to a spare room off their kids’ basement playroom. I glance around the wood-paneled and orange-carpeted room, nodding to myself. There’s a dresser, a lamp, a fan, and a futon laid flat with actual bed linens. Compared to where I’ve been sleeping for most of the past ten years, it’s luxurious. “Sorry it’s, uh, yeah…” He rubs the back of his neck. “We tried our best to make it nice.”

			“This is great,” I tell him sincerely. “It’s a nice house, man.” I know how tight things have been for them, scraping together every penny they could since Levi was born to save up and buy something of their own. Getting pulled around the house by the two eldest of his kids, I got to see Nik’s handiwork all over the old home. The small upgrades that I know he’d insist on doing himself, the kids’ heights measured against the kitchen doorway, the repaired drywall by the door that looks like the consequence of a kid’s tantrum. Nik even built the table we had dinner at this evening. He made it big enough for twelve, as if he’s always ready to welcome more folks to feed.

			I look at the wall next to him as I say, “Really…It’s great.” He’s got what he’s always wanted. A stable, normal, family home. “You, er”—I clear my throat, looking to him—“you should be proud.”

			He bows his head bashfully, wearing a thin-lipped, appreciative smile.

			“How far is the bar from here?” I ask, needing to immediately change the subject.

			“Two minutes up the road if you’re driving. It’s just around the bend from the gas station store.”

			I nod, unzip my bag to pull out my sketchbook, and toss it onto my bed. I don’t know why, it’s always the first thing I do when I find a place for the night. It’s as if seeing it next to a pillow can make anywhere feel like home. “Oh, yeah, we were there earlier. Must have just missed it.”

			“Most of the businesses are closed on Sundays,” he says from behind me. “Or at least they are whenever it’s not tourist season.”

			Don’t bring it up. Don’t bring it up. Don’t— “We stopped by the gas station to pick up some…” I let that sentence go unfinished. “The sign said they’d be open, but they weren’t.” I pull a pile of shirts out of my bag and walk over to the small dresser in the corner.

			Nik smiles softly, strangely, at me while I unpack my clothes, then seems to shake himself out of it. “Oh, yeah, Sef said there was a phone-tree message about that earlier.” He straightens the mirror on the wall above the dresser, then shuts the drawer after me when I leave it open. “Something about a wedding, I think.”

			“Phone tree?” I flash him a wry smile. “What is this, 1995?”

			He winces, his eyebrows jumping in agreement, before he crosses his arms over his broad chest. “Apparently they tried to start a neighborhood group on Facebook but someone kept anonymously posting grainy photos of vintage Playboy magazines. They called it quits and went back to their roots.”

			“This town already has Dorset beat for entertainment; I’ll give it that.”

			“We like it a lot so far. I hope you will too.”

			“You’re being awfully sincere,” I say, eyeing him skeptically. “You okay?”

			He rolls his eyes, scratching at his neck.

			“What? Did Sef tell you to play nice or something?”

			“Believe it or not,” he says, walking toward the door before placing one hand on top of it, “I simply want my little brother to have a good time when visiting his family.”

			“Speaking of a good time…Do you know the name of the younger woman who works at Welch’s? Their daughter, I think?”

			Nik runs his tongue along the length of his teeth, as his eyes weigh my words and find them guilty for whatever reason. “I met Mr. Welch, the owner. He mentioned he had a daughter…. He talked about her like she was really young, though.”

			“She’s at least Nadia’s age,” I say definitively, lowering to sit on the futon. “What else did he say?”

			Nik’s eyes narrow further. “He’s a nice guy. Super friendly. A talker…I honestly don’t remember his daughter’s name, or his, though I’m sure he told me.” He pauses to scratch his brow with his thumbnail. “I do remember him saying that his wife’s name is Julia, though. He talked about her a lot. She’s, uh, she’s sick.”

			“Sick how?”

			“Alzheimer’s, I think. The early kind, from the sound of things.”

			Fuck, that makes a lot of sense. And, fuck, that is so, so sad. I swallow, pawing at my neck. “I know her,” I tell him.

			“The daughter?”

			“No, the wife. She was my art teacher.”

			Nik’s eyes flare as he puts the pieces together. “Welch, of course. Right, oh, shit…” His mouth twists into a frown, before he wipes it away with his wrist. “I’m sorry, man. I know how important she was to you back then.” He moves to sit next to me on the futon, wide-legged and hunched over, staring at the floor between his feet.

			“Yeah…” I let the awkward silence breathe a second too long. “I think I freaked her out,” I admit, wanting to fill the quiet.

			“The daughter?”

			“No,” I say defensively. “Well…” I breathe out unevenly, feigning a laugh. “Maybe her too.”

			“What happened?”

			I tell him everything, from the moment Nadia shooed me out of the van to the moment we drove away. Minus the cigarettes. I’m not a snitch.

			“Well…Shit.”

			“Yeah,” I agree.

			“It’s not your fault, man. You didn’t know.”

			I sigh, placing my head in my hands. “I don’t know, Nik. If it isn’t my fault, why do I feel so guilty over it?”

			He sighs, grazing the side of his thumb along the side of his nose. “Do me a favor and go over there tomorrow and apologize. Take some of our beer as a peace offering—he seemed to like it. You didn’t do anything wrong but…it is a small town and people talk, and rumors spread. We need everyone here to like us if the brewery is going to work out.”

			I nod slowly as Nik stands and moves across the bedroom. “Yeah, okay. I will,” I tell him.

			“And, Milo?” Nik says my name sternly, waiting for me to look up at him. “I don’t know if this girl was actually flirting back or if it’s all in that huge head of yours but, either way, keep your hands to yourself, ’kay?”

			I waggle my fingers at him, smiling crookedly. “These bad boys? They have a mind of their own.”

			“Seriously,” he warns. “From what Sef has told me, the Welches’ daughter seems to be the town’s darling. Do not hurt her.”

			Killer suits my mystery girl a lot better than the nickname darling. “Scout’s honor,” I say, holding up a salute.

			He mimes smacking his head into the doorframe, laughing. “Please don’t make me regret inviting you here.”

			“Would we call this an invitation?” I shout after him as he leaves my sight. “I’d be inclined to describe it as conscription.”

			“Work starts tomorrow. Bright and early!” he calls back, from somewhere upstairs. I hear Sef shush him through the floorboards, softly saying something with the words kids and asleep. Then, a giggle and a squeak, and a cushioned falling sound, like two bodies hitting a mattress.

			That is when I realize my bedroom is directly underneath theirs and reach into my bag for my headphones.

			Leaning back against the wall, I bring my sketchbook to my lap, flip to a blank page, and begin what I’ve been waiting to do all day. I sketch Killer from memory, starting with a rough pencil outline. By the time I get to the coils of her hair, my chest is tight while my mind remains focused—realizing I may not be able to keep yet another promise to my big brother.

		

	
		
			Five

			Prue

			“Mom’s asleep,” I say, through a yawn, slipping in next to my dad on his piano bench as he plays the final movement of Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.” It’s a foreboding piece of music. Mom used to say that she never had to ask Dad how he was feeling, she simply had to listen to him play and the song would let her know. So, I guess I know.

			Dad stops playing at a natural end point, then slides over, allowing me more space on the piano bench. We both place one hand on the keys unconsciously as we’ve done a thousand times before. And, as we have for the past twenty years, we begin playing “Heart and Soul” together.

			I’ve never ventured to learn anything else, despite Dad’s best efforts to teach me. I hate not being good at things from the start. Piano never came naturally enough for me to continue practicing when my frustration took over. It’s not that I need to be the best, necessarily; it’s more of a fear of embarrassment holding me back.

			Then, there’s also the fact that watching Dad play made me feel as if I—or, really, anyone—shouldn’t even bother. When someone is that in tune with an instrument that it seems to pour out of their soul, it feels silly to get in their way or try it yourself.

			“So, my favorite daughter…” Dad says softly. “It is officially time for us to have that little chat.”

			“Do we have to?” I ask, my fingers keeping in rhythm with his. “After today?”

			“Especially after today,” he replies while repeating the starting notes and looping us back around once again. “Do you want a cup of tea first? A snack?”

			I sit in protest, not answering him, my fingers instinctively knowing which keys to press while my mind wanders elsewhere.

			“Yes? No?”

			Sighing, I shake my head. “No, just get it over with.”

			“Prue—” He pauses, a jagged sigh accompanying my name. “You know I love that woman upstairs with every breath in these aging lungs, that she’s nothing short of a miracle to me, that I would rest at nothing to make sure…” He breathes, steadier this time. “To make sure she’s well taken care of.”

			“Yes,” I reply gently. Because I do know that. No one has ever loved anyone more fiercely, as far as I’m concerned. No matter how many love stories I read, they’ve never held a candle to my parents’. My father liked to tell the story of how they met whenever he’d had one too many drinks or, pretty much, whenever anyone would listen.

			They first locked eyes just over thirty-five years ago in a darkened basement at a college party. Dad, along with three of his friends at the time, was in a Beatles cover band. He was the spitting image of Paul McCartney, according to himself though never confirmed by another living soul. My mother’s university had hired Dad’s band, the Beetles, to play at their end-of-year 1960s-themed party for the graduating class, which Mom happened to be a part of.

			I almost didn’t go! she’d chime in, every time, usually circling her arm around my father’s waist. My roommates had to force me out the door!

			After their set, Dad waltzed off stage and nearly crashed into Mom, who was vixen-eyed and holding out a glass of water. Thought you could use this, she’d said, handing him the drink. Then, Do I have to call you Paul?

			He didn’t believe her when she said her name was Julia and that her sister’s name was Lucy—both titles of Beatles songs. From that moment on, Dad believed in fate.

			I said no fucking way, he’d say, repeating his words from years prior, laughing.

			And the rest is history, Mom would add, usually kissing him on the cheek.

			“Prue?” Dad nudges my knee with his after I missed my cue and my note.

			“Sorry, yes, I’m listening.” We begin the song once more.

			“We cannot keep this routine going forever. Jules, she…” He swallows, and I notice his finger almost press the wrong note before he swiftly recovers. “Your mom would not want this, my darling.” He plays the last note, then he doesn’t begin it again. Instead, he turns toward me, rubbing at the scruff along his chin with his palm. “I’ve found a home for her,” he says, lifting his gaze to mine as if each eye carries an insurmountable weight.

			I instinctively shake my head no, tears springing free.

			“It’s thirty-four minutes away, but that’s the closest I could find with a team of people I trusted. This place, Horizon, specializes in memory care. They’re good people, like her. Kind. They have an arts program. They…They know what to do. How to best—”

			“We know what to do,” I state, my voice far harsher than I’d expected it to be. More cutting. “I’m doing my best, Dad. I—”

			“You have done a wonderful job, darling.” He reaches out to lay his hand on the back of mine, but I wrap my arms around my middle instead. “No one will or has ever doubted that.”

			“Why then?” I ask, tears spilling over. “Why now? If I’m doing a wonderful job then—”

			“Because you cannot stay living like this, Prudence.” He states it simply, firmly. “Your mother wanted a full, adventurous, daring life for you. We both did. Do. You have to know—”

			“I am not an adventurous, daring type of person!” I interrupt. “I want to be here. I want to stay with you. I want to be with Mom.” My mind starts moving faster than my tongue can, and I do my best to try and keep up with it. “I know I’m not always patient or calm with her but I’m trying my best and, sure, I’m not an actual nurse or doctor or psychologist or something but I’m her daughter. Her flesh and blood. Doesn’t that count for something? That I know her more than they ever could? Putting her somewhere else—” I pause to suck in a breath sharply. “Acting as if she’s a problem we need to solve instead of the, the, the base of this family is cruel. It’s cruel and it’s not like you and it’s not like me and it’s certainly not what she would do, and I won’t let you do it either.”

			Dad breathes in slowly, his chest rising and nostrils flaring as he blinks repeatedly. Then, he begins to nod, as his eyes drift shut. A dreadful, heavy minute of silence passes before he speaks again.

			“I never wanted any of this. But I made a promise to your mother, darling. The night after she received her diagnosis, I swore to her that I would never let you put your life on hold for her sake. And, you are, Prue. I’ve let you and I shouldn’t have.” He pauses, pleading for mercy with a softened look in his eyes. “You don’t go out. You don’t have friends. You don’t even mention going to school anymore, or traveling, or finding a love of your own like you used to. The most I’ve seen you think about yourself in the past month is when you steal my donut for an extra few bites.”

			“I-I’ve changed, Dad. Things changed, so I did too. I don’t want those things anymore. I don’t need them. I don’t even like people.”

			“We both know that’s not true,” he replies with a skeptical look, the corner of his lip dipping. I wish we’d never shared that silly journal. “The truth is I am stuck between a rock and a hard place. Making you fly the nest means losing Mom, but keeping you here means disappointing Mom by allowing you to lose yourself. She never once asked me to keep her here or take care of her until the very end. She only asked for me to make sure that you were okay. And, I haven’t been doing that. I cannot keep the store running and look after her at the same time once you’re flying free.”

			“I don’t want to fly free,” I tell him adamantly.

			“I know it might feel that way now but—”

			“No, I know,” I interrupt. “I know what I want.”

			“Well, then, I’m sorry.”

			“So, that’s it then?” My jaw shakes as I wipe tears from it with the gray sleeve of my sweater. “You truly think this is what Mom would want?” I ask, my voice verging on mocking.

			“I don’t know!” His voice rises with a quaking breath. Then, a deafening but brief, sorrowful silence falls over us. “I don’t know what she would want, and I desperately wish that I could ask her but, regardless, I’m trying to do what’s best for you both. What she asked of me.”

			Denial and rage and heartbreak flood my chest in such quick succession, it overwhelms me entirely and renders me unable to speak. All arguments that come to mind seem pointless, like a dull knife slicing at a loaf of bread. I sniff, wiping the last remaining teardrops on my sleeve as I avoid Dad’s gaze. “All right, well…” I swallow. “If I don’t have any say in the matter, I guess I’ll just go to bed. Tell me when I need to start packing my things.”

			“We have until January…” Dad whispers before I’m able to stand. “Three more months.” I turn toward him, noticing the tight grip his finger and thumb have on the bridge of his nose. “They don’t have a bed for her until then.”

			So, there’s time. Hope. Chances and opportunities to change his mind. To be better.

			“What if…” I ask, partially, collecting myself. “What if before then, we…” I don’t even know where to begin. “What if I—”

			My father nods, picking up my sentence from where I discard it just as he always has. “I don’t know, Prue…”

			“Please.”

			“If we can get to a better place by then, get some extra help around here, if you can—”

			“Get a life,” I interject.

			That earns me a slightly crooked, subtle smile. “Yes, well, I wasn’t going to say it like that but…sure.”

			“Then maybe she could stay with us? We could stay together?”

			He studies me before replying, his eyes cautious as a sailor’s would be staring at a tempestuous ocean. Love and fear forever intertwined. “Yes…but I’ll be the judge of it, okay? No more Mister Nice Dad, darling girl. I need to start keeping those promises to your mother. I need to be a better dad to you.”

			“It’s an interesting choice to start the tough-love act at twenty-four, but okay,” I say, teasing half-heartedly.

			“I just want you to be happy.” My father stands and walks over to my side of the piano bench. I stand to meet him, and we both fold our arms around each other. “I’m sorry to spring this on you,” he whispers into my hair. “I’m no good at this without your mother.”

			“You’re a great dad,” I say, my voice muffled by his chest.

			“Ah, well, thank you, but I think I’m royally fucking it up,” he says timidly, tightening his hold. “This all came so naturally to her.”

			“I’m not a kid anymore, Dad. I’m okay.”

			“You’ll always be my kid,” he says, pushing us apart just to grab me back to him again. “The love and devotion you have for your mother is a beautiful thing,” he states firmly. “I hope you know that I don’t take it for granted.”

			“I know…” I tell him, feeling the life being squeezed out of me.

			“And I hope you know none of this is easy for me either.”

			“I do…” I wince, his arms somehow tightening their hold even further.

			“Okay.” He steps back, then looks me over head to toe. “Good.” He smiles somberly, squinting his red-rimmed eyes. “I’m going to get some shut-eye. You should think about calling it an early night too. It’s been a long day.”

			I nod, brushing my hand over his shoulder as I make my way around the crowded living room, through the dining nook, kitchen, and out past the chirping crickets toward the A-frame. Once inside the studio, I turn on the lights and make my way to the bathroom, which is tucked next to the steep staircase that leads to the loft.

			The downstairs of the A-frame is the same as it’s always been. I’ve left it untouched other than carving a wider path for myself between canvases, paint cans, easels, and random artist’s bits and bobs, from the door to the bathroom and stairs. The walls are covered, all twenty-feet high of them, in Mom’s artwork from the many years she spent out here, other than the triangular-shaped front wall of the A-frame that is mostly made up of windows and slatted wood paneling. Upstairs, however, is all my own. My hideaway from the world and personal oasis.

			I’ve covered the walls in ripped-out pages of my favorite poetry books, postcards from my aunt’s travels, every possible photo that evokes some feeling of nostalgia, and, of course, one of my favorite paintings by none other than Julia Welch herself. The sunset-drenched lake painted just for me that moved from my bedroom in the main house to out here.

			My bed, the coziest place on earth, is a beige and blue symphony of comfort made of more blankets and pillows than one human could use in her lifetime. My father calls it my nest, and it does resemble one. There is nothing better after a long day and a shower than curling up with a good book or my journal to write in. Or, hopefully, after days like today, passing out the second my head hits my pillow.

			Making my way through the clutter and into the bathroom, I turn the shower on and sit on the closed toilet lid. I begin to undress my weary body as I wait for the old hot water heater to kick in and do its job. My sweater gets caught on my head and I have to nearly dislocate my shoulder to get it off but, once I do, I toss it away. It catches on the painting on the wall across from me, the small square canvas with a deep blue background and a bright-orange goldfish in the center. The goldfish is wearing a filled fishbowl around its head, fitted to him like an astronaut’s helmet, despite being surrounded by water. Fearful Fish by JW, my mom’s handwriting across the bottom reads.

			Sighing, I reach for my bra clasp, undo it, and move to stand. Shimmying out of my trousers, I then remove my jewelry and lay it all out on the sink for me to collect in the morning. My gold bracelet was an eighteenth birthday present from my grandmother. My small hoop earrings are just cheap things from some online sale. My rings have all been collected from various markets and vintage shops or stolen from Mom’s collection before that would have felt like a messed-up thing to do.

			Once my socks are off, I test the temperature with my big toe, then step into the shower. I let the water wash over me like a welcome relief, and the warmth of it turns my skin pink almost instantly. I inhale the steam, reaching for my eucalyptus bodywash and pouring it onto a washcloth.

			And, despite having a million and one worries that I could relive, replay, and dissect in the shower as I usually do—something else comes to mind, taking me by surprise. Or, rather, someone else, as I lather the soap over my arms, shoulders, and chest.

			Milo. The man who seemed to have never heard the word no in his life. The man who made my throat dry and ears ring with only the exposed skin of his forearm on display. The man who knew my mother. The man my mother, somehow, knew.

			He was flirting with me, but that seemed to come rather naturally to him, unlike me. While washing my hair I flip between two opposite theories. One is that he is most likely like that—annoyingly charming—with everyone he comes into contact with. That I’m decidedly not special and he probably has already forgotten that I exist. Which seems to be the more obvious conclusion.

			But then, there’s the theory that maybe, just maybe, he actually liked what he saw. That maybe, just maybe, that captivating, flickering heat in his stare is rarer than I believe it to be.

			I’ve never been at the mercy of a gaze like that before. Or, if I have, I’d not bothered to notice. The idea of dating in high school was not all that appealing to me. I didn’t have many friends, many real ones at least, but I’d overhear the girls talking about guys in the hallways at lunch as I sat with a book in hand, pretending to be content with my own company. The way they talked about dating made it sound miserable. I couldn’t come around to the idea of putting myself out there, just to have some medium-ugly, Call of Duty–playing dude named Kyle, Kevin, or Zach break my heart when he stood me up for some pointlessly formal dance. My pride was far too big to put it on the line like that.

			I had believed my time would come in college. I fantasized about boys in dimly lit libraries, drinking from steaming to-go cups, and reading Mary Oliver’s poetry across an oak table from me. They’d look up, see me, place their book down, and offer me a soft, self-serving smile. These college guys would be more interesting, find me more interesting. They’d be named something more interesting too, like Sawyer or Aiden or Pierce.

			And, I’d thought, when I did eventually lose my virginity, at what was maybe a slightly older but still respectable age of twenty or twenty-one, a college guy would take his time with me. He’d buy me dinner, with his money and not his mother’s, and then he’d kiss me on the stoop of my dorm as if he wasn’t in a hurry. I’d invite him in, each torturous step up the long flights of stairs toward my room making my lips long for his. Then, after some slightly awkward but romantic fumbling, he’d make me come before he’d even opened the condom wrapper.

			I knew, or so I thought, that it would be worth the wait.

			But none of that came to be.

			I wasn’t quite ready to fly the nest after high school and then, once I’d finally built up the courage to consider enrolling, Mom’s memory started to go. It began with forgetting where she put her keys—which we’d tease her about. But far faster than I’d previously thought possible, it got worse. Soon, she was getting lost driving to the school she’d loved teaching at for over three decades.

			So, now, I’m a twenty-four-year-old virgin whose nipples pucker at the sight of a strange man’s tattooed forearms.

			When that obscene memory, in combination with the sudsy washcloth making its way down my body, nearly elicits a moan, I put myself on a time-out. Instantly, I reach down to turn up the cold water and decide that I need to put all thoughts of Milo to rest.

			Though after tonight’s talk with Dad, maybe I shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss him. It has been far too long since I’ve had someone to talk to other than my dad or Clyde. A guy like Milo wouldn’t want to be with someone as inexperienced and fumbling as me, but maybe he’d want to be my friend. He’s new to town and certainly seems to be an extrovert…. He probably needs a friend too…right?

			But how does one become friends with a man so insanely attractive that they appear to be sure you will love them as much as they seemingly love themselves? I’m not going to further stroke his ego, that’s for damn sure. That is, until my facial expressions betray me, as they always have. I may be strong enough to deflect his charms for the sake of my pride, but I’m not blind to them.

			Then again, there was the moment after he saw my mom, when his face fell. I know that Mom has a special bond with a lot of her students, and by that devastated look on his face, I’d wager to guess that he was one of them.

			But, god, his arrogance. The crooked smile. The roguish eye. The tattoos that covered every visible inch of skin from his jaw down, like reliefs on the walls of Egyptian tombs I’d love to get lost in. Especially the ones on his hands and fingers.

			When I close my eyes, I see them resting against my thigh.

			So, I open them. Wider, like a deer in headlights.

			Nope. Nu-uh. No way.

			I am not going there. Not with him. Not in my overly vivid imagination. Not out of it either.

			It’s in that moment I decide Milo and I probably shouldn’t be friends either. Clearly, it’s best to keep my distance before my brain is bested by my body and my pride is irreparably wounded.

		

	
		
			
				Curiosity is the heart’s mistake.

				Eve and her apple,

				Orpheus looking back at Eurydice.

				I really shouldn’t want you.

				But, I do.

				—P.W.

				 

			

		

	
		
			Six

			Milo

			I woke up to the sounds of screaming children, flat-footed footsteps running on the floorboards above my head, and the booming call of my brother’s voice to slow down! I lay in my darkened bedroom, falling back asleep and waking and falling and waking over and over between sounds of my nieces and nephews yelling, breaking things, or crying.

			There are so many kids in this house.

			“Mi?” Sef’s sweet voice calls through my bedroom door before she knocks twice. “Are you decent?”

			“Never, you know that,” I say back, my voice groggier than I’d expected. I sit up in bed and run two hands down my face. “But yeah, I’m dressed.”

			With that, Sef opens the door but doesn’t step all the way inside. “Your brother is insisting I should let you sleep in, but we both know he’ll give you a hard time later if you don’t go with him to—”

			“I’m up,” I interrupt, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes and blinking them until they can open wider. “Has he left yet?”

			“No, he’s just loading the truck now. You’ve got about fifteen, maybe twenty.”

			“Hey, Sef?” I say, tossing the blanket off my lap, locking tired eyes with her somehow perky ones. “Is it like this every day?” I point up to the ceiling as a well-timed child yells, “GIVE IT BACK!”

			“Pretty much.” She shrugs, adjusting the laundry basket on her hip.

			“You are an actual saint.” I turn and plant my feet on the floor then bend over to stretch my neck.

			“I’m a mom,” she says, correcting me.

			I turn my face toward her before straightening. “The way you do it? It’s the same thing,” I say, groaning as I stand.

			“It’s chaotic, sure, but then the bus comes. And once it’s just me and Quinn…” She opens the door wider, stepping farther inside, and picks up yesterday’s bundle of clothes from beside my dresser and drops them into the hamper. “Would you believe me if I told you I miss them when they’re at school?”

			“Believe you? Yes. Anyone else? No,” I say, reaching into the hamper to take back my clothes and drop them onto the floor once more. “I will do my own laundry, Sef.”

			“Sorry, force of habit.” Her gaze moves to the sketchbook that’s lying open on my bedside table and a teasing grin forms, creasing the skin beside her moss-colored eyes. “Who’s that?”

			“Someone.” I tug open my second dresser drawer.

			“Well, everyone is.” She smiles at my side profile knowingly. “This wouldn’t happen to be the mystery girl your brother was telling me about, would it? Welch’s daughter?”

			I take off my shirt, drop it into the pile of clothes at my feet, and reach in the drawer for a white tank, giving it a quick sniff before I throw it on. “You and Nik gossiping about me again?”

			“You know, I do need some things for the house…” Sef says, spinning to face the door after I gesture for her to do so with one rotating finger out in front of me. I drop trow as she continues rambling. “We need, uh, eggs, flour, apples, pickles…” I pull my boxers on, rolling my eyes up at the ceiling.

			“Nik already told me to go over there to apologize,” I tell her, sliding into my dark blue jeans and tucking my shirt into them. “You don’t have to make a fake list.”

			“I know he did. But…Do you really want to go over there after a few hours of lugging kegs and crates, smelling like sweat and hoppy beer, or would you rather go to the store first thing for your oh-so-tired, heavily pregnant sister-in-law who your brother dares not argue with?”

			I fasten my belt into place, smiling at the back of Sef’s head. “You were always my favorite,” I tell her. I grab a dark gray button-down shirt from the drawer and put it on, leaving it unfastened.

			“I know,” she says, her fingertips tapping rhythmically on the door before she waddles away. “The list will be on the counter upstairs!” she shouts exaggeratedly as if maybe my brother will hear her. “Thank you, Milo!”

			

			

			 

			I wouldn’t dare drive Bertha after the promise I’d made to her for a two-week rest. Instead, I take my brother’s minivan full of discarded toys and half-chewed snacks, which Sef insisted she wouldn’t need today, over to Welch’s Gas and Grocer.

			Pulling up out front, there’s already two other cars in the small parking lot and one at the gas pump. It’s surprisingly busy for a Monday in September, but this is the time of year when early birds begin coming up to close their cottages for the season.

			The bell above the door chimes as I walk in. A bald man behind the counter greets me with a polite nod and smile as he continues to attentively listen to the three small children at his till, purchasing ten-cent pieces of candy and listing off their favorite flavors.

			I wander over to the refrigerated section, ducking below a low-hanging sign on my way. I grab three sticks of butter, then a carton of eggs, and then a gallon of milk before I realize I might need a basket after all.

			“Need any help, son?” the man calls, circling around the L-shaped checkout counter. He fetches me a wire grocery basket on his way over and holds it out to me. “Pop it all in here,” he says kindly.

			“Thank you,” I tell him, placing each item inside before taking it from him. “I’m Milo,” I say, sticking out my hand. I wait to see if my name raises any sort of reaction from him, following yesterday’s events, but see none. “I’m Nik’s younger brother,” I add as he moves to shake my hand. “I’m here to help with the brewery.”

			“Ah! Yes!” The man pats me on the arm, his smile ever widening. “I’ll tell you what, your brother and his friend make a good beer.”

			“I, uh, brought you some more of it actually. It’s in the van out front.”

			“Oh, no need—”

			“It’s sort of a…an apology,” I interrupt, then swallow, looking out the front windows to the parking lot where I’d met his daughter. “Yesterday, I stopped by and, well, I think I maybe caused some upset?” I see the realization wash across his face. So she did tell him about me. That’s good. No…wait…It’s bad? Well…“So, yeah…Apology beer.”

			“Milo, right, sorry, yesterday, of course. My wife, Julia, Mrs. Welch, as you knew her…Well, she’s…” The door chimes as another customer enters, cutting him off.

			“Morning, Doreen.”

			The elderly woman smiles over at us, stopping to assess me with a careful, wry grin. “Morning!” she replies in an almost skeptical yet cheery tone. “I see we have some fresh meat in the store today!” She points at the fridges, but I cannot help but think she means me when she continues to stare.

			Tom chuckles. “Help yourself, Dee.”

			“You know I will,” she replies, winking unabashedly at me.

			I raise a hand in greeting before turning my attention back to Tom. “I understand, sir.” I dip down to his height in an effort to keep my voice low. “And, I’m deeply sorry to hear she’s unwell. Mrs. Welch was, well, is, incredibly important to me.”

			“Maybe you could tell me about that sometime,” he says, in a request more than a suggestion. “It’s not often I get to meet one of her students, especially one who she spoke so fondly of.”

			My back straightens and I blink down at him as I take in his words. “Sh-she did?”

			“Yes.” He nods, nearly laughing as if it’s obvious. “You were probably in, what would that be now, the graduating class of twenty-fourteen?”

			“Yes.” I scoff in disbelief. “How did you—”

			“Sorry, one moment.” He darts away to meet another customer at the counter who’s ready to check out. I turn around and search for the rest of the items on Sef’s list in disbelief.

			A few minutes later, I’m lined up to check out behind a man so old that the items from his basket take near lifetimes to reach the counter. Just as I think he couldn’t hold up the line any longer, the old man begins lifting each item to his eyeline to read its label before placing it on the counter for Mr. Welch to type in. I’m about to offer to help him—or chuck the basket across the room—when the door behind the register opens.

			Then, she walks in. With her hair somehow even more unruly than the day before, wearing loose-fitting, half-buttoned denim overalls covered in dirt and droplets of paint, and carrying a mop in hand like a sword ready for battle. I should not find it so endearing. I should not want to put the rest of my day on hold, damn my brother and his bar, to help her with whatever mess she’s found herself in. I should not want to rile her up again. But I do. I really, really do.

			“Dad?” she calls out, fighting to close the door with her left foot. “Have you seen the mop bucket? I—” We lock eyes and, for whatever reason, I immediately avert my gaze when her stare hardens. That doesn’t usually happen.

			“Hi, darling,” Mr. Welch replies, without so much as looking over his shoulder. “Yes, just give me two shakes.”

			“Hello, Prudence,” the old man ahead of me greets my mystery-girl-no-more.

			Prudence, yes…of course it is.

			The name suits her. Her coy yet deadly stare. Her simmering, curious interest, in defiance of such a name. It’s perfect. It’s right.

			“Morning, Clyde.” She grants him a smile, and I’m instantly jealous of a man who is undoubtedly on death’s doorstep. “Need some help?” she offers sweetly.

			Clyde, I take it, shakes his head no. I notice that he’s picked up speed too, unloading the items from his basket haphazardly as Mr. Welch struggles to catch up. Was Clyde stalling for the chance of seeing her? I’d understand that.

			“Good morning, Prudence.” I can’t help but use her name, smirking as the faintest hint of annoyance creeps over her features in response, her eyes rolling in my direction.

			“Milo,” she replies curtly.

			“Oh, you two have met?” Mr. Welch looks between his daughter and me. Which begs the question: How did he know about yesterday’s incident with Mrs. Welch if Prudence didn’t tell him?

			“Yes, yesterday, but, actually…Sorry, Mr. Welch, I don’t think I got your name earlier.”

			“Tom,” he replies, typing in the price of a can of tuna. “And, while I’ll proudly answer to it, I’m not a Welch. That’s my wife’s family name. I’m a Novikov.”

			Oh fuck yeah, I’m in.

			One thing I can always count on? Parents, with the exception of my own, will love me. I’ve rarely, and never purposefully, gotten to the meet-the-parents stage of dating—but whenever it’s accidentally occurred, I cannot help but lay on the charm. Just as I want my past lovers to be in bed wondering Whatever happened to Milo in ten years’ time, I want their parents to be meeting their new in-law someday, weighing them against their first impression of me.

			“Да ладно! Вы говорите по-русски?” Seriously? Do you speak Russian?

			“Ну конечно!” Well, of course! He returns, smiling brightly as a laugh escapes him. “Are your parents from around here? What’s your last name, son?”

			I sure as hell hope not. “Kablukov, sir.” I cannot help but wonder, letting my eyes skirt toward his daughter, if she speaks Russian too. Fuck, that would be fun.

			“Well, that’s not ringing any bells, but you’ve just made my day in about ten different ways this morning.” He finishes checking Clyde out, who pays, then exits with a pep in his step. Prudence’s eyes leave him once he reaches the door, and lowering her hand from a wave, her not-so-friendly gaze finds me once again. I don’t cower this time, though.

			“So…Can we call yesterday forgiven?” I ask, not breaking eye contact with Tom’s daughter as I speak.

			“Of course,” Tom answers. “No harm done.” But it’s not his answer I’m waiting for.

			Prudence sighs, moving her head to the side as she does so. A beat passes as her neck tilts back and forth, as if a scale in her mind is weighing the pros and cons. Eventually, she nods—my fate decided—and I thank her with a smile.

			“Great, thank you,” I say.

			“Dad?” Prudence says, clearing her throat as she looks at the mop in her grip. “The bucket?”

			“Ah, yes.” He looks at me with an apologetic, playful wince. “One moment.”

			“Take your time,” I tell them both as he disappears around the corner. “I’m in no hurry,” I say slowly, smirking as Prudence looks back over at me. A blush creeps up her neck, headed steadily toward the apples of her cheeks.

			I open my mouth to tease her but hesitate when I realize that my face feels a bit warm too. I check in the shining metal backing of the till on the counter and, sure enough, the faintest hint of red has found its way onto my cheeks too. Now how the fuck did that get there?

			“Here ya go, kid.” Tom comes back, bucket in hand. “How’s Mom doing today?”

			“Good. Tired. She’s resting,” she says, gesturing to the old-school baby monitor secured to her belt loop. “I’m hoping this bad boy will get a signal from out back.”

			“Out back?” The two curious words slip out without much thought.

			“We’re trying to fix up my wife’s studio, it’s in the A-frame at the back of the property,” Tom answers.

			“All right, well—” Prue moves to exit, but I interrupt.

			“Mrs. Welch’s studio?” I let out a long, exaggerated breath. “I bet that’s a sight to see.”

			“Oh, is it ever,” Tom says. “Though it’s not exactly what it once was. Prue’s trying to clear it out so Julia can use it to paint again. But making sense of what’s good to keep or has to go is proving difficult. We’re—”

			“I can help,” I interrupt again, without meaning to. “I can help with that.”

			“No,” Prue says sternly at the same time Tom’s eyes light up at the offer.

			“I know art.” I speak to her directly. “I especially know how to stretch out supplies when you’re balling on a budget.” I want to see Mrs. Welch’s studio almost as much as I want to win an argument with her daughter. “You’ll waste a whole lot more without my help.”

			“Prue, darling,” Tom says softly before clearing his throat, “some help may be good, right?” He overly enunciates the word help, as if to jog her memory. “And Milo here was special to Mom. She’d invite him back there if…well; if she could.”

			I smile proudly, standing straighter. Special. I raise a brow at her in challenge, cocky and unafraid to gloat. Argue with that reasoning, darling.

			Prue dead-eyes me before lifting her face up to the exposed, whitewashed wood-beamed ceiling. “Fine.”

			“I can give you an hour or two.” I check my watch before dropping my hand onto the counter. “My brother’s expecting me next door at some point.” He’s expecting me now. But, hey, he was the one who said to come over here and apologize. That can take time.

			Prue’s expression of stubborn pride falls away entirely when her dad says, “Brilliant. I’ll put these aside for you, then,” and moves my basket of groceries to the shelf under the counter.

			Prue practically stomps toward the front of the store, and stops abruptly before reaching the shop’s entrance. She fires another withering glance my way, but softens when she sees her dad watching intently from my side. “This way…please.” She mumbles the please as if she’s being held at gunpoint.

			I jog around the counter, grab the bucket she’d already managed to forget, and move to fall into step behind her, saluting as I do. “Lead the way, Killer.”

		

	
		
			Seven

			Prue

			My mother used to say my favorite word was why? According to my parents, I’d drag every answer they’d grant me further into my endless rabbit hole of thought until they reached the point of existential dread or snapped.

			The sky is blue…. Why?

			Because of the way blue light travels…. Why?

			Blue light travels in smaller, shorter waves…. Why?

			Well…I don’t know…. Why?

			Because I never learned it in school…. Why?

			I mean, maybe I did, but I don’t remember…. Why?

			Because humans cannot remember everything…. Why?

			Well, our heads would get so big they’d explode….

			Sorry, that was just a joke, darling. Don’t cry…. Why?

			Now, I have some more pressing questions. Like, for example:

			Why does he have to look like that?

			Why does he have to smell like that?

			Why does he have to speak Russian with my father?

			Why does he have to have a certain fondness for my mother?

			Why can I not stop staring at him?

			And Why, oh my god why, does he keep looking at me like that?

			“Are you looking for something?” Milo says, tugging the sleeve of his button-down past his elbow. It is a truly obscene sight, the way he pulls the fabric to reveal more of himself. The only thing I can compare it to is a woman slipping stockings slowly down her thigh. The sight is more graphic and erotic than any porn I’ve found in the late hours of the night, lonely and needy.

			I can feel myself growing more and more dazed, hypnotized by the bulging veins and tattoos crossing paths along his forearm with the dusting of dark hair and lightly tanned skin. I’m leaning onto the studio’s large-basin sink, now filled with brushes in need of saving, and praying it keeps me steady as my legs refuse to do that work for me. My eyes are undoubtedly wide and unblinking and probably freaky-looking as I fight with myself to gain back consciousness.

			Seriously, what is wrong with me?

			“Yoo-hoo! Killer! Are you in there?”

			“Yes,” I say, snapping my eyes away from him. My thoughts are stuck with the web tattoo covering his elbow. “Sorry, I thought I saw…a spider.” Yes, clever. Fooled him, Prue! Well done! God, the laugh my mother would have at my expense.

			“A spider, right.” He chuckles, before lifting a paint can off the floor and reading the text on the side.

			It took me twenty minutes to get Milo to start working. He was a kid in a candy shop running around eagerly taking in each of my mother’s paintings. I swear I saw him almost cry at the long rectangular one by the door. It’s literally just a big white canvas with a single blue dot in the center, small, the size of a pencil eraser. It’s arguably my least favorite of the hundreds here. But he gave it five whole minutes of the two hours he claimed to have.

			Art lovers are weird.

			“What kind of spider?” he asks, tossing an emptied can into his black trash bag.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Was it furry? Purple? Black? Orange? Big? Small? Wearing a hat of some kind?”

			I officially loathe him. “Shut up.”

			“Interesting…” Milo nods slowly, dropping another can into the trash bag he holds open. “You a big fan of spiders, Killer?”

			I don’t know when that became his nickname for me, and I’ll deny it if ever questioned, but I don’t entirely hate it. I like a little healthy, fearful reverence as much as the next girl. It’s at least better than darling, princess, love, sweetie, or any of the other delicate type of nicknames I’ve earned from my parents or the townies. Those never felt quite right.

			“Not particularly,” I mumble, picking up pieces of ripped-up sponges off the floor.

			He pouts disingenuously, and his eyes widen as he nods in performative disbelief. “Wow…Really?”

			I sigh, tired of his teasing. “Yes.”

			“Huh,” he says dryly. “Could’ve fooled me.”

			“All right,” I answer absently, lowering onto all fours to try to scrape some old paint off the tiled floor.

			“From where I was standing,” he says, much, much closer now, his voice filled with arrogant glee, “it seemed like you were really into spiders for a second there.” His tone threw quotation marks over the word spiders.

			I refuse to look at him or give up on removing this stubborn paint splatter baked into the floor. “It’s interesting you mention that, because I was just reading the other day that spiders have narcissistic tendencies…” I say, chipping off a small corner of the dried paint splatter with my thumbnail. “Fascinating, right?”

			“Oh, do they?” His laugh is a short, punctuated point—ha.

			“Yes, they are deeply, deeply arrogant creatures.”

			“It’s true what they say, I guess…you do learn something new every day.”

			I roll my eyes even though my back is to him.

			“Or, maybe, possibly, you weren’t looking at a spider at all. Maybe, if you’d like to be honest with your new neighbor, you were looking at something else…. Someone else.”

			“Can I help you with something?” I turn over my shoulder and immediately regret it.

			Oh. My. Everloving. Fuck.

			Milo has taken off his button-down shirt, revealing the white tank he is wearing underneath that puts so much more of him on achingly salacious display. If rolling up his sleeves was to be considered pornographic, this is…well, this is the real deal.

			I get lost in the curvature of his shoulders, the muscles that blend and stack on top of one another to form the mountains that flow into perfectly carved biceps. Every inch of his arms is tattooed, covered in varying tattoos each drawn in black ink. It’s all so suddenly, stunningly available for me to view and though I suspect it should feel wrong to stare, it doesn’t.

			Probably because he looks so pleased with himself. Probably because he clearly loves the attention. Probably because he’s placed a paintbrush inside of his jeans’ waistband, as if to purposefully draw my eyes down to his beltline, forcing me to wonder what lies underneath it.

			He knows what he’s doing, and I hate that it’s working.

			My pulse thunders in my ears as everything else dulls and slows. Suddenly, looking at him feels like a reminder of all I haven’t done and desperately want to do.

			I’ve never seen a man without pants on in real life…never placed my hand on someone else’s bare thigh…never kissed my way down an abdomen toward—

			“I don’t know.” He smiles knowingly, his eyes dipping to my parted lips as his head tilts in insincere boyish curiosity. “Can you?”

			Another question: Why does every word out of this man’s mouth sound like innuendo?

			I swallow, trying to soothe my parched throat. “I’m sure you have no shortage of people who like…spiders…in your life.” The tip of that damned smile crooks his damned mustache upward and I feel the heat pool in my cheeks.

			“That’s true.” He nods slowly, his hungry eyes still held on my lips as if he’s forgotten the disheveled person they’re attached to.

			“So, it doesn’t matter what I think of them,” I whisper raggedly.

			Without a word Milo reaches into his back pocket, plucks out a credit card, and drops to one knee beside me. He smoothly scrapes the droplets of paint I’ve been fighting to get off the floorboards in one clean go with the edge of the card, then purses his lips to blow off the chalky residue.

			Before I’ve managed to close my mouth, he’s wiped the card clean and tucked it back into his pocket.

			Then he turns to face me, lifting his chin so his eyes are level with mine. Up close they’re still as dark as night but there are flickers of lightened shades among the deep, deep brown. Like faraway stars against a midnight sky.

			I realize two things at once.

			One: He is undeniably, ridiculously gorgeous.

			Two: He is far, far, far too close to me.

			“Actually,” he says in a low voice, “I would love to know what you think, Prudence.”

			Oh. I force an inhale, and it’s louder than I’d like. But it couldn’t be helped. It felt urgent to pull air in. I was getting dizzy.

			“I—” I don’t even know what to say.

			What do I think of him? I think he intrigues me, that’s for sure. I think he’s beautiful, but he already knows that to be true. I think he’s hiding something under this bravado of his, but it’s probably none of my business. I think I want him to touch me, but I know better.

			Above all else, I know for certain that I wouldn’t ever want to face the mortifying ordeal of having Milo be the first man who sees me naked. I know I wouldn’t want him to be the man who watches me fumble my way through what should probably be second nature by my age.

			“I think you’ll keep me wondering, won’t you?” Milo whispers. “I think you like it better that way.”

			I nod without thought, feeling my chest rise and fall with each labored breath.

			“Stand up, Killer.” He leans back, relaxing into his kneeling position. “Stand up and get back to work before I do something about that look on your face.”

			I hate myself a little bit for it, but I immediately stand and aimlessly walk over to the other side of the room.

			I am woman enough to admit to myself that I was momentarily weakened by a mustached man with a litany of dirty thoughts behind darkened eyes. But how could I possibly not be?

			In sports, from my limited knowledge of them—my artistic parents were otherwise concerned—you play against teams or individuals of equal skill and ranking. I think the whole world would agree, if we took to polling them, that Milo and I are not of equal skill or ranking when it comes to romantic pursuits.

			Maybe I’m judging him too harshly, as I tend to do. Maybe he’s more modest than his slutty little mustache, top, or general demeanor would have me—or anyone, surely—believe. But I’d be willing to bet it all that his number of sexual conquests isn’t zero, like mine. In fact, if I was betting on this game, I’d wager that his number, at some point or another, had two zeros in it.

			I will not be going up against that type of opponent as a rookie. I despise losing.

			When my eyes refocus, I find myself facing the shelving unit that’s littered with dried-up cans of paint and emptied sample sizes. I start sorting them, placing any that may be able to be saved on the left side of the highest shelf I can reach, where Milo instructed me to put them earlier.

			With each minute that passes, my breathing settles, my face cools, and the ache between my legs that I’d refused to name begins to quell.

			But then he has to go and speak again.

			“You never asked which town I’m from.” Milo’s voice drifts toward me in the same way that someone might confidently saunter across a dimly lit dance floor. I perform the quickest of glances to see if he’s looking my way. He isn’t, thank god. “Dorset, if you were wondering.”

			“I wasn’t. Your town has a nice fire tower, though.” See, that is why I shouldn’t speak, ever.

			“How old are you?” he asks without missing a beat. “I didn’t see you at school.”

			“Twenty-four.” A question follows in the safety of my mind before I can help it: Why? Am I too young for you?

			“I guess we just missed each other, then.”

			“I guess so.” Truth is, I didn’t go to the same school as him. Mom thought it would be good for me to go to the high school three towns over where she didn’t teach to practice some independence. Clearly, it worked wonders.

			“You’re not very good at this, huh?”

			I turn on my heel in anger, but he doesn’t return my glare, caught up in his work as he washes out brushes in the sink. “Pardon me?”

			He smirks in response to the anger in my tone, but still doesn’t turn. Instead, his mischievous glee is held on his fingers and the bristles of the paintbrush he’s rinsing out. “You’re not very good at small talk,” he clarifies.

			“I’ve never struggled with it before,” I reply, turning back toward the storage shelf. “Must be the company.”

			“I’m twenty-eight,” he tells me, apparently oblivious to my rude remark. “And a kind word of advice from your elder: When someone asks you something, you should typically ask them the same question in return.”

			“Even if I don’t care?” I steal a glance at him—a near-fatal mistake. His arms are crossed in front of his chest as his teeth bite into that ever-crooked smirk he seemingly loves to wear. His shirt is a little bit wet around his stomach, having been sprayed no doubt by the sink my mother never did fix, revealing the shadow of abdominal muscles that lay underneath.

			“You’re mean.” He looks pleased.

			“I’m tired,” I correct. “And I want to get this job done before Mom wakes up.”

			“Okay, boss.” He turns the sink off as I turn back to my shelf.

			Thank you, I want to say, but don’t. Whether it’s for his help or for finally doing as told, I’m not sure.

			Regardless, our agreement doesn’t last long, and my ears perk up at the sound of his footfalls growing nearer. Once I realize he’s coming over my way, my pulse races back to that annoying, quickened pace. Fight it as I might, my system floods with heightened awareness, sending me into that feverish, foolish, dizzy state once again as he stops to stand far too close behind me.

			“This could be nostalgia speaking,” he says, his voice unbothered compared to how worked up I feel. Mockingly so. “But I remember folks up here being a lot more hospitable.”

			“Okay?” All of my energy is in keeping my voice level.

			“I guess I was just hoping for a warmer welcome. Small talk, niceties, some warm and fuzzy neighborly shit, ya know?”

			I keep my eyes ahead of me on the shelf, but I have to reread the same fucking expiration date six times before it registers and I know which shelf to place it on. “You will definitely be able to get that elsewhere. May I recommend the brewery next door?”

			He steps closer, and my throat tightens as if his hands were around it. Wait, why the heck am I thinking about his hands around my—

			“What if I want it here?” he asks, in a near whisper.

			There it is again…that maddening ache between my legs. It must be stopped. I have to change the subject. “Do you have a wallet?” I ask, having replayed the moment he brought his credit card out of his pants pocket ten times over now.

			He’s slower to respond than he normally is, as if he’s caught off guard. I fight the urge to look over my shoulder and watch him recalibrate. “What?”

			“Your credit card.” I give in to the urge, spinning around to face him. Immediately, my body goes into what feels dangerously close to fight or flight, struck by the reality that I’m wedged in between him and the shelf against my back. “Is…” I swallow thickly. “Is it always…loose…in your pocket like that?”

			“I borrowed my sister-in-law’s.” Amusement dances across his features under a veil of curiosity. “Why?”

			“That doesn’t answer my question.”

			His eyes go straight to the ceiling, then roll back to me. “Yes, dear, I have a wallet.”

			The hairs on the back of my neck rise. “You should be careful,” I warn. “You could easily lose her card like that. It’s irresponsible.”

			“You calling me irresponsible, Killer?” Milo’s eyes fall to the few strands of freed hair that have found their way onto my shoulder, and I nearly shiver under his stare, as if he’s touching them somehow.

			“It only takes a moment to…” I shudder when he licks his lips. “Lose something like that.”

			“I will keep that in mind.”

			“Please do.” He’s going to kiss me. He’s going to and I want him to, which means it’s probably a terrible idea. “And you should have used one of your own cards…for that kind of mess.”

			“Understood.” He steps closer, caging me in. There’s no escape, without using my words now. And those seem difficult to find. Except the rambling ones. “Thank you for the correction, Miss Welch.”

			“You’re welcome.” My pulse jumps as I lift my face to look up at him. He smells heavenly. Actually, scratch that, he smells like everything but the holiest of places. The opposite, really. His scent is closer to damnation. Like carnal desire and animalistic urges.

			What bodywash does he use? It’s overwhelming.

			His crooked smile opens, and I notice he’s got a poppy seed lodged between two of his teeth. Finally, a minor flaw I can focus on. Something to tether me to reality.

			“I used my brother’s soap last night. I could call and ask him the name of it, if you’d like. Or, I can steal the bottle for you, if you’d prefer.”

			Fuck, did I seriously ask that question out loud?

			Milo reaches above me for a paint can, picks it up, and moves it to the left side. He keeps his hand on the edge of the shelf above my head as he seemingly reads something behind me.

			Should I offer to move out of his way?

			“I was just curious…” I shrug, then turn to look at one of the tattoos along his biceps, the one only a few inches from my face. What is enough? The tattoo reads in small, simple black lettering.

			Milo clears his throat, and I instantly turn back toward him. His nose is so close that I could brush it against mine, if I wanted to. Which I don’t, right? I shouldn’t.

			“Do you have any more questions for me?” His eyes dip down as he takes in a slow breath. “Or can I kiss you now?”

			“Oh, um.” I pull back the few inches I’d somehow floated toward him until the back of my head hits one of the shelves. “We can’t do that.”

			Think of how mortifying it would be, I tell the lizard part of my brain that’s fighting to give in. This man seeing you fumble. Seeing you fail. Seeing exactly how little experience you have.

			Milo removes the hand from his pocket and places it on his chest, bunching the fabric of his white tank under his fingertips. He has the word dare written across his knuckles and what looks to be a dragonfly on the back of his hand.

			“We can’t?” His smile is a sleepy, effortless thing. “That’s a shame, I was starting to think you liked me…”

			“I find you attractive, sure. But that doesn’t mean we should kiss.”

			He chuckles, and the sound goes right to the tightening coil of my belly. “Finally, she admits it.”

			“Please,” I scoff. “As if you need someone else feeding your ego.”

			“You don’t know what I need,” he says, his brows lowering a touch.

			“Do you always act like this? Go after you want just because you want to?” I ask.

			His eyes weigh his answer, sliding left to right. “Pretty much, yeah. Don’t you?”

			I cannot help but laugh. He smiles in return, less suave and more genuine—his lips pulling back to reveal that poppy seed again. It has the opposite effect from what I’d expected, or hoped for, leaving me a lot more vulnerable to his charm. “No…I don’t,” I answer, shaking my head.

			“You should try it sometime,” he says, his tongue briefly darting out before his smile subsides. His smile never goes flat, I’ve noticed. It simply quiets. “Life is more fun that way.”

			“Maybe…. But not today,” I say on an exhale.

			“Okay, Killer.” He straightens abruptly, breaking the final remnants of the spell he’d cast over me as he retreats back a few steps, his hands raised like an innocent man. “Back to work then. For real this time.”

			I look to the garbage bag on the floor next to me, and back to him as he coolly opens a paint can, peeks inside, and walks it over to the sink. How is he so unbothered? I feel like I need about twenty cold showers. Still, one thought remains, it could be just a kiss, right? It’s been so long since I had one of those.

			“Well, I…But if…If I—”

			I truly don’t even know what I’m trying to say, but he seems to.

			“If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” He winks, and I decide at that moment, Milo Kablukov is the most dangerous man I’ve ever encountered. I need to steer clear of him if I’d like to keep some of my sanity, and dignity, intact.

			There will be no compromises. No kissing. Nothing of the sort.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Milo

			“And do you think she will?” Aleks asks, stacking another box behind me as I type the passcode into the supply closet’s door. “Change her mind?” he whispers gleefully, knowing my brother is lurking somewhere nearby and that I’d been told not to try anything with the Welches’ daughter. The door beeps twice and unlocks.

			“Dude, I have no idea,” I say, shuffling the heavy box in my grip so I can open the door. “She…Yeah, I don’t know.” Saying that Prue is different feels like a cliché, so I refuse to say it aloud, but it also feels like the only way to explain why I can’t get a clear read on her. “I hope so” is what I land on, placing my box down in front of the door to keep it ajar.

			“What happened after that?” he asks eagerly, moving inside with the first of twenty boxes we need to unload.

			I follow him into the closet. “It was sort of tense for a minute, then easier when we both pretended to be busy with our tasks. Then, just as we’d started chatting again, Tom came in to let her know her mom had woken up. So, she left to go deal with that and once I was done cleaning brushes, I left too.”

			Aleks laughs quietly to himself. “At least you weren’t doing anything nefarious when Tom came in.”

			I laugh too but wince all the same. This is most certainly my daddy issues talking, but the idea of disappointing Tom is almost as devastating as the thought that Prue might never let me kiss her. “Yeah, thank fuck for that.”

			Bringing supplies in and unloading them, we get lost in other meaningless conversations about my travels before Aleks begins telling me, in painstakingly specific detail, about the process of brewing each and every variety of beer they’ll begin selling in a month’s time.

			He’s always been this way. Aleks gets his hooks into one topic of conversation and beats it to death mercilessly. The topics have changed throughout the years, but the intensity remains the same. It used to annoy the ever-living fuck out of me, but now I find his passionate rambling endearing. I think I envy him, honestly. It’s been a long time since I cared about something as much as he cares about the science of beer. Personally, I prefer the taste-testing.

			“Mi!” Nik calls from the delivery entrance. “Mi, you around?”

			“Hold that thought.” I interrupt Aleks midsentence as he lists off the chemical ingredients of their Little Rabbit IPA that we’re definitely pretending is not named after my younger sister. “Here,” I shout toward the exit before taking off into a light jog. “What’s up?”

			“C’mere! Look!” Nik yells back, still out of sight. The joy in his voice is audible just the same.

			I find Nik around the corner from what will be the seasonal beer garden. He’s smiling proudly toward the main entrance, his hands on his hips and head tilted up in a true fatherlike stance. I move to stand at his side, and look up too.

			“MANS Brewery…” I read aloud, slowly. Then I read it again, just to be sure. MAN’s Brewery. No. That cannot be the name my brother has landed on after all of these years of planning for this, right? “MANS Brewery?” I ask him, unsuccessful at stopping a laugh from breaking free. “Nik, really? That is the name?”

			He glares at me. Stoic and silent. It only fuels my fire.

			“No…” Another suppressed laugh turns into a bent-over, unable-to-catch-my-breath, clutching-my-chest fit. When I stand back up, turning toward him, I’ve got tears in my eyes. “Me man, go to man-brewery, drink man-beer,” I say, choking on every other word.

			He sighs deeply, not budging an inch. Surely he must know how ridiculous this is. Where’s Nadia when I need her? She’d get in on this. I’ll have to settle for our pseudo-sibling. “Aleks!” I call, my voice wavering in pitch as I still try to contain myself. “Aleks, come here!”

			“What?” He appears at the doorway, as if he’d been waiting to be called on, then moves to stand at my side. “Ah, nice, looks really good, man.”

			I nearly look around for a camera crew. This is a prank. I’m being pranked. “No! Not you too?”

			“Huh?” Aleks asks, cocking his head, those big blue eyes unblinking. “What’s wrong with it?”

			“You cannot be fucking serious…” I scoff. “Did we not workshop this? What did Sef have to say?”

			“Get back to work, Milo.” Nik’s voice is like thunder as his heavy boots take their anger out on the gravel with every step farther away.

			“What the hell is your problem?” Aleks asks, shaking his head as his perpetually calm demeanor slips half an inch. “You ruined that for him.”

			“What’s my problem? Please tell me that small-town life hasn’t rotted my brother’s brain so much that he’s become some podcast-listening men’s rights truther.”

			“Milo…” Aleks sighs deeply from his chest. “Did he tell you why he chose MANS as the name?”

			“No!” I laugh again, this time in disbelief. “I can only presume it’s something to do with honoring the deity that gifted us Kablukov brothers such a large endowment.” The joke, as I suspected, doesn’t land well.

			Aleks looks between me and the big red sign incredulously. “It’s an acronym, idiot.”

			The best my brain comes up with is: Many Amazing New Sips—which reminds me of how my maternal grandmother would sound when trying to speak English to us on the phone when she called once a year on Christmas. Maybe the name is Nik’s bizarre way of honoring our heritage. “I don’t—”

			“Milo, Aleks, Nadia, and Sef…Nik didn’t even put his own name in there; unless you count the N as standing for both him and—”

			“Fuck,” I interrupt, letting my head fall back as I squint up at the sky.

			“Yeah.”

			“Fuuuuck.” I lower to a squat, my eyes finding each big red letter. I run my hands over my stubble and then cover my eyes. “I’m such a dick.” I stand, turning my body toward Aleks as he seems to count the stones between us, avoiding eye contact like the plague. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

			“I did.”

			“Fuck,” I repeat for good measure.

			“Not your best work…”

			I run a hand through my hair and tug at the back of my skull before letting my arm fall to my side. “What do I do?”

			“You know Nik…. It’s probably best if you give him a minute to calm down. He’s—”

			“Pissed,” I finish for him, already nodding.

			Aleks shakes his head, a crease appearing between his brows. “I was going to say hurt.”

			Right. “He could have just told me! Why didn’t he tell me?”

			“Did you give him the chance to?”

			I pull back, staring at my not-brother-brother like he’s got two heads. “Did everyone go to fucking therapy since I’ve been gone? Why are you all acting so—”

			“Mature?” Aleks smirks, throwing his hands up defensively. “We’ve been growing up…haven’t you?”

			He doesn’t mean to be an asshole, I tell myself, shoving a clenched fist into my jeans pocket. That’s just Aleks. He says the things the rest of us are too afraid to because he doesn’t realize how bad they’ll sting. The things that call on our deepest insecurities. The truth.

			With my head hung, I go back to work in the supply closet. I organize and reorganize and rigidly line up each item with the shelves’ corresponding labels until the boxes are all emptied out. Then, I go get more boxes, the ones we were told didn’t have to go in today, and I unpack those too—just in the hopes that Nik might walk past and give me one approving nod.

			He never did.

			I successfully avoided my brother for the remainder of the afternoon until he took off to greet the kids when they got home from school. Although one could argue he was successfully avoiding me, I was sort of hoping he’d stop by to clear the air. Or, at least, to see how sexy the shelves looked thanks to me.

			And yes, maybe such gorgeous closet organization was brought on by guilt, having mocked something that clearly meant a great deal to him. But I can’t fix that now. A conversation would only make it more awkward for us both. Nik would have to admit his feelings were hurt—which would only embarrass him—and I’d have to apologize—which would make me deeply uncomfortable.

			I’m not great at expressing regret, despite having been a child worthy of an Oscar in apologetic performance. I offended my parents frequently, deeply, and often growing up. Mistakes were treated more like felonies by good ol’ Mom and Dad. Things like not taking the trash out on time, accidentally breaking a glass while washing dishes, changing the channel by sitting on the remote, or looking at Dad wrong—which was measured on an unpredictable scale.

			Disrespect was the only cardinal sin in their house, both arbitrarily defined and tyrannically punished.

			Consequently, I was forced to apologize over and over and over or face a worse punishment. Which was usually just more strikes from Mom’s wooden spoon, or Dad’s belt…or worse as I got older.

			Now, I prefer to avoid the whole charade. In my version of adulthood, mistakes are frequent and encouraged and fucking celebrated. Half of my skin is covered in them. Half of my history is decorated by them. And today’s, well, actually, today’s mistake was one that won’t be making the hall of fame any time soon.

			I worked until Aleks decided it was time to call it a day too, emerging from the brewing hall smelling strongly of sulfur and citrus. We locked up, said our goodbyes, and I successfully avoided eye contact with Nik’s sign as I got into his wife’s minivan and pressed my forehead into the steering wheel.

			Then, I spotted it. The six-pack of unlabeled beers Nik had given me to pass along to Tom, still in the passenger seat. Nik’s gift for my transgressions. One skipped apology is already too much for one day. And Tom’s is certainly the easier one to face.

			So, instead of turning left out of the brewery’s driveway, I make a right. And half a minute later, I’m back at Welch’s for the second time today. I grab the six-pack, check myself out in the rearview mirror, adjust my hair accordingly, and then hop out of the van.

			“Hi, sir…” I say, nodding my head toward Tom as he sweeps the floor of the produce aisle near the door. “I realized I forgot to leave these with you earlier.” I hold up the beers. “Sorry.” Nailed it.

			“It’s okay, I figured you’d be back. You left without your groceries,” Tom says, leaning the broom against the wall and brushing his hands against the sides of his jeans. He takes half a step, then stops abruptly, his head tilting as his eyes narrow on my face. “You okay, son?”

			I clear my throat, forcing a smile. “Ah, yeah, I’m fine. Long day.”

			He walks around the back of the room, then appears behind the counter. “Well, we really appreciate the help. I hope it didn’t take too much out of you.” He places my basket from this morning onto the counter, and I do the same with the pack of beer.

			“No, no…” I smile again, nodding in reassurance. “All good.”

			“Prue seems to be almost done back there, thanks to you. My wife’s having a quiet day too, so that’s helped. Hopefully she can be painting again soon.” He grins absently, typing in the cost of two dozen eggs. “How are things looking at the brewery today?”

			“Good.” I nod, despite feeling like I’m lying. “Yeah, real good.”

			“Is it still set to open…When was it again?”

			“Last weekend of October,” I answer. “And yeah, it should be.” I rock back on my heels, admiring the giant wooden arrow above the cash register that seems like an original feature. It was painted a bold shade of red and reads pay here in yellow vintage cursive. Looking past it, I notice a bolt loose in the ceiling, and the chicken wire holding the sign in place. “This thing is hanging on by a prayer,” I say, pointing up.

			Tom’s eyes follow upward. “Oh, goodness. Yeah, that’s an accident waiting to happen, isn’t it?”

			I wince, nodding.

			“I’ll sort it out tomorrow,” he says, punching in the cost of flour. I have the distinct feeling that Tom has used that phrase more than his fair share of times. And by looking around the shop, which I hope has seen better days, I can tell tomorrow doesn’t typically arrive when expected.

			“It’s going to take someone out,” I argue, rubbing at my neck. “If you’ve got a drill, it would take me less than five minutes, ten tops.”

			Tom chuckles dryly. “You’ve done plenty for us already today, son. You look ready for home, a good meal, and a shower.”

			I am, actually, not ready to go home whatsoever. Not yet at least. Ideally, I’d sneak in long after dark. Once I’m sure my brother is asleep and no longer able to deliver one of those crushing stares. “Ten minutes or less, I promise.” I hold up my hands. “And if you insist on paying me, I’ll take one of those beers and some company…. You still haven’t told me how you knew my graduating year.” Or what else Mrs. Welch had to say about me.

			He mulls it over, then opens and shuts the till like a decision has been made. “Fine, but these are also on me,” he says, placing Sef’s list of items in a paper bag.

			“Fair enough,” I reply, slipping Sef’s card back into my wallet.

			“I’ll give Prue a shout to bring us the drill.” Tom pulls out his phone, then squints at the screen as he holds it comically close to his face. “She snagged it earlier to hang something, or unhang, or…you know, she never really tells me what she’s doing.”

			“I can go get it,” I volunteer, a touch too eager. “Save her the trip.”

			He smiles, a little too knowingly for my liking. “Sure.”

			“Be back in two.” I rap on the counter, then head toward the front entrance. “Don’t stand under that thing!”

			“No rush!” he calls after me, nearly chuckling. “I’ve got lots of cleaning to do anyways.”

			I pretend not to recognize that affectionately teasing tone of his voice while I break into a jog toward the A-frame out back.

		

	
		
			Nine

			Milo

			I find Prue on the floor, with music playing so loudly the windows of the A-frame rattle with it.

			Face down, her forehead is resting on the edge of some dusty old rug, and her arms are tucked neatly against her sides, twisted so her palms lay flat on the ground. She looks fucking insane. I can’t help but laugh in the split second before my hand moves on its own accord, knocking twice.

			She reaches out to pause the music, but keeps her face buried. “What?” I hear shouted from behind the door.

			I knock again, another laugh spilling past my lips as I watch her flop around like a spoiled toddler, glare in my direction, and then appear shocked and horrified to see me, undoubtedly the last person she’d expected, standing at her door. I remove my other hand from my pocket and wave with them both.

			Her face turns my new favorite shade of pink. Without thought I visualize measuring out red and white paint onto the back of my hand. I’d go slow, mixing them together until I had the exact color to match her blush.

			Prue ungracefully stands, then stomps over to the door, unlocks it, then nearly rips it off the hinges as she continues to glare in my direction. “What?”

			“Good evening, Killer. That looked nice…. Having a meltdown, are we?”

			She doesn’t even humor me with a response before walking back into the studio. She leaves the door open, at least, which I take as an invitation. “What do you want?” she asks as I kick my shoes off by the door.

			“I’m here for the drill,” I explain. “Your dad’s sign is going to decapitate someone, and I refuse to have that on my conscience.”

			“It’s over there.” She points toward the bathroom door, lowering herself back onto the floor, face up this time. “And since when are you my dad’s errand boy?”

			I ignore her question, walk over to grab the drill and its box of attachments, and then look back over at her. “Seriously, what are you doing?”

			“Grounding myself.”

			“Is that supposed to…help?”

			“I don’t know.” She taps the phone next to her hand three times before Neil Young starts playing, loudly, from the loft above.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever heard ‘Harvest Moon’ at max volume before.” I project my voice over the folksy tune.

			“Do you need something else?” It’s then I notice the red-rimmed eyes. The swollen, puffy circles underneath them. I subconsciously check her over for more scrapes and bruises, somehow wishing I could see the ones inside too.

			“Are you, uh, good?” I ask, sort of.

			“No, obviously.” She lifts her head, turning to face me with a squiggly line between her brows and her lips pouting. “Is that all?”

			“It can’t be all that bad, Killer.” I move to the rug and lower myself next to her. “There, there.” I lay a flat palm on her shoulder, patting twice.

			She looks up at me with quizzical amusement. “Did you just actually say the words there, there?”

			“I’m not good at whatever this is!” I say defensively, holding up my hands. “No one in my family did feelings like…this.” I gesture toward her.

			“You?” She scoffs. “You didn’t do feelings?” She says it as if it’s absurd. As if she’s got my number and that number is one that spells out d-r-a-m-a-t-i-c when typed out into a phone.

			“Well, I was born with them, sure, but that was soon cured.”

			“How?” she asks, lifting onto her elbows.

			“Music.” I admit a partial truth. “Not music like this, though,” I tell her.

			“Hey! I like Neil Young!”

			“Yeah, Killer, you and everyone else. He’s a goddamn treasure. Still, music like this—the slow, sentimental stuff—will only take you deeper into that mind of yours. The trick is just that, you’ve got to trick your mind into thinking nothing is wrong.”

			“Sounds healthy.” She almost laughs.

			“You can’t spell repressed emotions without do, re, mi.”

			That earns it. A small, half-hearted chuckle.

			“Want to give it a go?” I ask.

			“Why not…” She slides her phone over. “The passcode is 2332.”

			“It is way too early in our relationship for that information,” I tease, unlocking it just the same. “What if I snuck in here and sent myself all of your nudes?”

			“Good luck finding them.”

			“Never taken any?” I text myself so I have her number, moving quickly so she doesn’t notice.

			“They’re behind a password.”

			Oh.

			“And that password…” I clear my throat. “Is that also one you’re willing to share, or?”

			“Shut up and trick my brain.”

			“I could do that a different way, you know,” I say, opening her music library.

			“I’m sure,” she says sardonically. “We’re all one night with Milo Kablukov away from ending the mental health crisis. Alert the doctors! Tell the newspapers! We’ve got a cure!”

			I can’t help but smile, rolling my eyes. “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

			“I’ll pass, thanks.”

			“Fine,” I grumble, hitting play on the sound of my childhood—the song Nik would play me after every big blowup, after every internal or external wound levied by my parents, or any time my feelings got a little too big for our far too tight house.

			“ ‘Super Trouper.’ ” Prue sits up eagerly, but raises a brow that really ought to be accompanied by a different tone. “ABBA? Really?”

			“What? Do I not strike you as an ABBA fan?”

			She looks me up and down. “No.”

			I scoff, feigning offense. “Why do you think Swedish people are always smiling? This shit works every time,” I tell her, rising to stand. “C’mon.” I hold out my hand until she begrudgingly takes it, and I pull her up. “You’ll feel better,” I tell her, “like this…” I swivel my neck as I throw my arms out to the side and begin rolling my hips. Nadia once said my dance moves were, and I quote, “mesmerizing…in a bad way, like a dog walking on hind legs.” Still, it’s never stopped me. “Trust me!” I shout over the music when she remains still, watching me. “It’ll help!”

			She looks at me with every bit of skepticism available on earth but begins dancing, copying my moves as if she’s had years of practice.

			A verse and a chorus later, she’s smiling and twirling and recklessly singing off-key.

			And the second she does, I do too, keeping time with her as she marches in her bare feet across the rug.

			Eventually, the song ends, and I pretend to collapse to the floor, wiping the imaginary sweat off my brow as she giggles for the very first time in my presence. I’m glad I was already on the floor when I heard it. That shit would’ve brought me to my knees.

			“You never asked me what was wrong…” Prue says, slightly out of breath, cheeks still red from dancing, as she stands over me, her hands on her hips.

			“I thought asking would make it sound like you needed a reason,” I tell her.

			Her eyebrows jump up. “Don’t I?”

			I shake my head, my eyes locking with hers. I find myself wondering how many angles of her I’d be able to see without getting her into bed, because I’m enjoying mentally collecting them so far. “I don’t think so, no. Life’s hard enough as it is without having to justify it.”

			“My dad gave me an ultimatum,” she says, chewing at her bottom lip.

			“Not sweet, darling Tom, surely?”

			“Mm-hmm…” She nods slowly, lowering to sit cross-legged on the floor next to me.

			Her willing proximity momentarily throws me off my game and six stupid words slip out. “Do you want to tell me?”

			“Maybe…I don’t really have anyone else to tell.”

			“Prudence Welch, am I your only friend?”

			She glares at me, far less convincingly than in her previous attempts. “I wouldn’t really call you that.”

			Good, I wouldn’t either. I do not fuck friends. I did that once and it ended in disaster. His name was Derek and we met hiking in Panama. I thought he was straight, being that he was your classic southern boy-next-door type, so I didn’t think there’d be any harm in becoming his friend.

			A month into traveling together, Derek got handsy. I liked him, he was hot and funny—but less funny than me, which is important—and he knew things about my past that I’d yet to tell anyone else and somehow still wanted me anyways. So, I gave it a shot. A few weeks, and long nights later, Derek admitted he’d caught feelings. Naturally, I, in return, caught the earliest morning bus.

			It sucked. I felt anxious and guilty and when I finally made my way back to Bertha two days later, I realized he’d left half of his baggage with her. I tried calling him, to figure out a way to get him back his things, but he never picked up.

			I have zero interest in repeating that mistake. So, no, we can’t be friends. Because I really want to fuck this woman. It’s becoming an issue, actually, how badly I want to. “All right, well, do you want to tell me anyways?”

			“Long story short, I have to get a life or fly the nest. And, if I’m out, Mom’s out too. Dad’s already made a plan for her, if so. She’ll be in some care home outside of Huntsville because I am, apparently, throwing my life away.” She falls back onto the floor, looking up to the ceiling.

			“Is that what this is, then?” I look around the partially cleared-out space. “Are you getting ready to leave?”

			Prue laughs dryly. “No, this is me trying to stay.” She pauses, biting that full lip of hers. “If I can get Mom out here more, doing what she loves, I think it’ll help. If she sleeps better, I can go out…. Go into town and meet people or, I don’t know, take up a hobby or something. I really haven’t thought it through just yet.” She turns her head to look at me. “That’s what I was doing when you showed up.”

			I nod, hypnotized, my eyes tracing the curl of her hair in sequence as I follow one strand through each loop, from the top of her head to the end of the coil that touches the floor. “Maybe I could help,” I suggest—as I seem to keep doing in the Welches’ presence.

			“Again, I’ll pass.”

			“No, not with that.” Then we catch each other’s eyes as she levels me with a healthy dose of skepticism, and I mischievousness. “Though, if you’re willing to discuss that…” I mumble out the corner of my mouth.

			She rolls her eyes, but smiles this time.

			“I mean help more with this,” I gesture around the room. “With Mrs. Welch.”

			“You know, you can probably call her Julia now. It’s been, what, ten years since you were in her class?”

			“Never.” I dismiss the suggestion quickly. “But, really, I could help. I could paint with her, hang out with her…I miss it. You know, I spent most of my lunch periods in her classroom.”

			“Are you a painter too?” she asks me, in what may be an attempt to change topics or refuse my help. I’ll get us back there, eventually.

			“Not really.” It’s odd, because we’ve only just met, but some part of me is surprised she doesn’t know the answer. Surprised that she, this near-perfect stranger, doesn’t already know everything there is to know about me. What’s scarier is that some part of me wants her to. “I like it, your mom saw to that. But I’m a pencil-sketch type of guy. More portable that way.”

			“Mmm, portable.” She nods, a few times too many as if she’s logging that information away somewhere important. “Got any I could see?”

			Oh, just three of you so far and about four hundred more of all of the other people I’ve ever wanted to kiss before. “Maybe if you’re lucky, someday, yeah.”

			She smirks, like she’ll have her way much sooner than that someday suggests. I unfortunately agree.

			“Consider it?” I say, moving to stand and reaching down to pick up the drill. “We could say…two hours per day? I’m just next door working, and Nik can spare me. You could squeeze an awful lot of Tom-approved life into two hours a day.”

			“One hour,” she returns.

			“You’re terrible at negotiating,” I tease. “You’re supposed to ask for more.”

			She stands, then leans her head toward me. “Fine. One hour with her, and I get that other hour with you to myself.”

			I steal a breath, my eyes widening in surprise. “Oh?” I fumble and nearly drop the drill, but she helps me recover, placing her hand on my forearm for balance. I’m never this uncoordinated. I hate it. “Wait, so you do…Is that…what you want?”

			“I didn’t mean an hour for that.”

			“No?” I ask, pouting. “Really? You sure?”

			She shakes her head, smiling. “Friends?” she asks, simply. Like two kids on the schoolyard agreeing to trade lunches.

			By saying yes, I’d be giving up on the hope of figuring out if those lips taste as good as they look. By saying no, I’d be going to bed tonight with two guilt-ridden scenarios to play back keeping me awake. Neither option feels right.

			“What about lovers?” I ask, not so subtly. “Paramours? I could be your boy-toy? Your little bit on the side? Your hot piece of—”

			She giggles again, and I swear it nearly stops my heart from beating. “Good night, Milo.”

			“I’ll be out front with Tom if you need me,” I tell her, walking backward toward the door. “I’ll put in a good word for you.” For some reason, I don’t turn around. I think tripping and falling on my ass would be less painful than turning away from that gleeful expression she’s wearing. The one that replaced the heavy storm cloud she’d had when I’d arrived.

			I did that.

			I cannot be her friend, probably, but maybe I’d be good at it, if I tried. “Kiss me good-night?”

			She rolls her eyes again, grinning this time. “We could actually be pretty good friends, I think…. You’re surprisingly sweet.”

			I hate that I agree, even as I shake my head just as she had. “We’ll see about that.”

			“If you change your mind,” she says playfully as I reach the door, mimicking my words from earlier today, “you know where to find me.”

		

	
		
			Ten

			Prue

			I wake up to a text from an unknown number, and notice I’d somehow texted them last night before they replied today.

			Prue: Hi sexy

			I roll my eyes, adding Milo’s number to my phone. His text from this morning reads:

			Milo: good morning hot stuff

			Prue: You’re annoying.

			I send. Then, three little dots appear almost immediately.

			Milo: is it always so hot and cold with you?

			I slip on my housecoat and slippers and make my way down the stairs from my loft to the studio below. After brushing my teeth and getting dressed, I’m out the door into another brisk September morning and walking toward my parents’ back porch when I feel the buzz of two more texts come in.

			Milo: when do you want me today?

			Milo: is Mrs Welch in good spirits?

			I guess he was serious about painting with her. I quickly wipe the smile off my face, once I notice it’s there. I will not be the kind of girl who smiles at her phone when a boy texts. Especially not this boy.

			I look up to the back door, unsure of what awaits me inside.

			Prue: I’ll let you know.

			Milo: stop putting periods at the end of your sentences, it’s freaking me out

			Prue: Punctuation is important!

			Milo: it’s texting, killer! Loosen up

			Prue: Never.

			I slip my phone into my pocket as I enter the kitchen and find Mom and Dad both at the table, enjoying breakfast. He’s brushed her hair, as he does most mornings, and tied it into a low bun—just the way she likes it.

			“Morning.” I grab the coffeepot and pour myself a mugful. “How did everyone sleep?” I ask them both, but really just Dad.

			“Very well,” he says, nodding. “And we’re feeling good this morning, aren’t we, darling?”

			Mom nods, biting into her toast. “We are,” she repeats, rocking slightly in her chair. “I slept well.”

			“Good!” I lower into the chair next to hers and place my hand on her knee, which is covered by soft fleece pajamas. “Mom, I have a question for you.” I look between her and Dad, unable to help the smile overtaking my face.

			She turns toward me, her eyes keen and curious.

			“Would you want to paint today?”

			She inhales deeply through her nose, nodding. “Yes!” she responds with childlike wonder. “Yes, please.”

			“Good,” I say, leaning back into my chair and bringing both hands around my mug, soaking in its warmth as I take in the view of both of my parents contentedly eating their breakfast across from each other. “A friend of ours is going to come by at some point. He wants to paint with you, if that’s okay.”

			“A friend…” Dad repeats curiously, swallowing a forkful of eggs as he reaches for his coffee. “Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

			I nearly shut him down, nearly correct him, but then I see the smirk he buries into his own mug before a nice, long sip. The subtle pride in his eyes that cannot be mistaken for anything but just that.

			“You wanted me to get a life,” I mumble, stealing the toast from his plate. “Remember?” I say between bites.

			“And life looks rather fun,” he says, snatching back his toast. “I like life…” he adds, taking a gargantuan bite. “Life fixed my sign and speaks my mother tongue.”

			“Mother tongue?” I ask, giggling. “You spoke five words of Russian my entire childhood and I’m fairly certain they were just swear words you didn’t want me repeating.”

			“Your babushka, God rest her soul, would throw a scalding-hot draniki at my head if she heard you say that.” He sits straighter in his chair, smiling smugly. “I was a good Russian boy, tempted away from my culture by a Welsh witch!”

			Mom laughs, sipping her orange juice. “She did like to call me that.”

			I reach for his plate again, helping myself to the last piece of toast. “Anyways, you can like life all you want, but he’s probably going to leave soon. So don’t get too attached,” I tease.

			“Maybe he’ll be persuaded to stay by a second-generation Welsh witch like I was,” Dad says, wagging his eyebrows. “Or maybe you should go with him.”

			“Mom didn’t have to do anything to convince you to stay. Right, Mom?” I ask, patting her wrist on the table. “You knew how to charm Dad without trying, didn’t you?”

			“He was easy,” she responds.

			“See?” I gloat.

			“Did you invite life to your party?” Dad asks me.

			“No,” I say, standing to make my own breakfast. “Because I specifically recall saying there wouldn’t be a party this year.”

			“It’s your twenty-fifth, darling!” As soon as he speaks, we both check in with Mom to make sure that announcement didn’t startle her. Once we realize she’s off in her own world, staring into her cup of juice, Dad continues. “That is a birthday worth celebrating.”

			“I said no,” I repeat. “No,” I warn as he smiles apologetically. “Dad, seriously, no…” I add when he places his hands under his chin like the innocent cherub he is not.

			“Just a few dozen people, an extravagant triple-layer cake John and I designed together, and some live music played by yours truly…nothing too much.”

			“No, we wouldn’t want to be too much, would we?” I reply.

			“You’re my only daughter!”

			My toast pops out of the toaster and lands on my plate as I turn over my shoulder to glare at him. “You’re a menace.” I grab the plate, a knife, and the butter on the counter, and make my way back to the table, enjoying the feeling of normalcy we don’t often get to experience these days. If Mom wasn’t rocking in her chair, this would be a typical scene from a typical household. I can settle for nearly normal. Nearly perfect.

			I text Milo after my first bite.

			Prue: Mom is in great spirits. Come over whenever is best for you.

			When he doesn’t immediately respond, as he had earlier, I read my message over again and start to worry. I’ve never been excellent at niceties, as Milo was quick to point out. My father told me it’s because I’m otherwise preoccupied, my mind elsewhere, and that I need to try to slow down. My mother practiced that with me, kept me grounded and present when my imagination beckoned and seemed a much safer place to venture off to.

			It’s hard to feel present these days. Hard not to feel like I’m moving from one part of the daily routine onto the next and missing the moments in between. That’s why mornings like this feel so sacred—the three of us sitting around a table in our pajamas, as if there’s nothing to pull us away.

			Lately, I’ve been trying to avoid the fickle feeling of hope where I can. I try not to imagine better scenarios or realities or fixes or cures. But, even still, I cannot help but feel like today is the start of something better. That we’re turning over a new leaf as the ones outside of the house begin to crisp and fall.

			It’s difficult to admit, but Dad was right. Just one day after accepting some help, we’re already in a better place. Which, subsequently, means Milo is partially to thank too for this happy, hopeful morning.

			Prue: And thank you.

			I check my texts after I get Mom some more toast…nothing.

			Then, when I take Mom upstairs to get dressed ten minutes later…still nothing.

			By the time thirty minutes have passed, I decide I’ve offended him somehow, having demanded his help without so much as a please, and begin to panic slightly. I cannot mess this up. Mom needs this. I need this.

			Prue: Now that I’m reading that back, I should have said please. Please come by whenever is best for you.

			Prue: Sorry.

			I fight the urge to text a fifth time in a row, telling him to forget the whole thing, when I see three little dots appear on the left side of my screen.

			Milo: easy, killer

			Milo: I was in the shower and getting ready to come by

			Milo: I like you bossy, don’t forget

			Milo: I’ll be there in twenty, if that’s okay?

			Milo: please and thank you ;)

			Prue: Twenty minutes is perfect.

			Prue: …Please and thank you…

			When Milo arrives twenty-seven minutes later, he’s dressed as if he’s ready for his first day of school. He’s got a gray backpack strap on one shoulder, a black band T-shirt tucked into his dark blue jeans, and white sneakers that look well-worn.

			And, he appears to be, or at least what I’d venture to guess is, his version of nervous. His smile a little tentative, his eyes a little wider, his stature a little less domineering—with his shoulders resting instead of lifted back, his chin straight instead of lifted up.

			I meet him at the door of the A-frame as Mom makes herself familiar with her studio again, telling me the same story about the same painting for the second time this morning.

			“Are you okay?” I ask, instead of an actual greeting, holding the door only slightly open as his wary eyes search the space between us.

			“I-I-I…” He shakes himself, as he did that first day we’d met. “I don’t really know how to…do this.”

			“Just treat her like you always have,” I tell him. “Speak slowly, pronounce your words clearly, but otherwise, you don’t have to be any different. The person you knew is still in there, she’s just a little harder to reach.”

			“Are you…” He swallows, his eyes going over my head to the studio and my mother inside of it. “I know the point of all of this is for you to have some time to yourself but—”

			“I’ll stay today,” I assure him. “She’s not always great with…” I stopped myself before saying strangers, but based on that sad look on his face, he heard it just the same.

			“Okay. Thanks,” he says, nodding.

			I open the door fully and wave him in.

			“Mom?” I say, getting her attention from the painting next to the sink, the one of a jam-covered field inspired by one of Dad’s favorite songs. “This is Milo, he’s here to—”

			“Milo!” She perks up, smiling as she walks over with arms extended wide.

			Milo bends over to accept her hug, his stunned eyes held on mine. I smile softly, letting him know that it is perfectly okay when he wraps his arms around her too.

			“Hi, Mrs. Welch,” he says softly, then repeats himself louder, and clearer. I nearly laugh at his unnecessary overpronunciation, but resist. “It’s so good to see you again.”

			“Look at you!” She steps back, admiring him as she covers her mouth with hands that seem to always be shaking these days. “My, you’re a man now!”

			“How many years do you think it’s been, Mom? Ten, eleven?” I ask, helping her along.

			“Must be, at least!” Her hands fall to her chest, clasping at the powder-blue fabric of her billowy dress. “You look well, honey, are you well?”

			Milo’s eyes well with tears that I pretend not to notice. “Getting there,” he answers plainly. “How are you?”

			“Old,” she replies, laughing. “Losing my marbles, I’m afraid.”

			He laughs dryly, checking in with me for permission, it would seem. “Aren’t we all,” he says, then sniffs. “It’s really good to see you again.”

			Mom reaches out toward me, smiling brightly as her hand finds mine. “This is such a lovely surprise,” she says, then mouths thank you to me.

			Realizing she’s forgotten this morning’s conversation, I kiss the top of her hand before I ask, “Would you two want to paint together? If Milo is up for it, that is…”

			Milo nods, following my lead. “I would love to. Are you game, Mrs. Welch?”

			Mom laughs, short and sputtering. “Wow, it has been a minute since anyone has called me that!”

			“Should I start?” I ask her teasingly. “Or get Dad to call you that?”

			“Oh, your father would love that,” she returns jokingly, swaying as she holds herself in a tight, hug-like grip.

			“So?” I ask, trying to kick-start her memory. “Painting?”

			“Ah, yes”—she nods eagerly—“if you have the time…” She looks at Milo for an answer, her eyes dancing with a playful, youthful energy I long to see every day.

			Milo drops his bag onto a lifted, bent knee, then pulls out a folded roll of brushes and a sketchbook that’s well used. “For you, Mrs. Welch, I’ll always have time.”

			And in that moment, and the moment that follows when Mom smiles and loops her arm through Milo’s after he offers it to her, two realities hit me.

			One, this is going to be really good for Mom.

			Two, this is going to be really, really bad for my willpower.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Milo

			Prue looks beautiful today. I keep shaking the thought away, and it keeps returning—stronger and more difficult to dismiss every time.

			Mrs. Welch chose an ambitiously large canvas, fetched brushes, and got to work without so much as a word of encouragement from Prue or me. A few minutes into her painting, Prue asked if she wanted music and she simply nodded, unable to pull her focus from the straight orange line of the horizon she was cutting. Prue pulled up her playlist called Now That’s What I Call Julia Welch as we both looked on in awe.

			Well, Prue looked on in awe. I looked at Prue.

			I can’t put my finger on what’s going on with her today, but I do know it’s catching me off guard every time I steal a glimpse of her. It’s an aura, a lightness, to be sure. But it’s more than that.

			It’s not makeup, which I don’t think I’ve seen her wearing, and it’s not a hairstyle because her curls are as untamed as I’ve ever seen them, and it’s certainly not the outfit, which is a dark gray smock dress over a white T-shirt that leaves much of her shrouded in mystery.

			I thought it could have been the way the morning sunlight, the yellow hue passing through the orange-leaved trees out front, cast a perfect, dancing glow on her profile. But then the sun went behind the clouds, and nothing changed.

			Being enraptured by beauty is nothing new to me, I’ve found people beautiful my whole life. Too many people, perhaps. And all kinds—tall, short, large, small, any gender, sex, or ethnicity. My eager, wandering eyes have gotten me in more than my fair share of messy situations—leaving someone’s bed to join another’s that looked woefully empty. It’s a deep-seated urge I’ve not been able to justify to any of my previous romantic partners, my need for more that has always felt more like a need for balance. My grateful appreciation that morphs into wanting with an unquenchable thirst.

			But I’ve never been enraptured like this. An unfamiliar, familiar woman in a brightly lit room, side by side midmorning while we’re both stone-cold sober, who’s offering to get me coffee as she hums along to a Carole King song. It’s usually far, far less wholesome.

			And just as I’m thinking that I need to put a stop to it, Prue lets me know it’s been an hour, and I assure her that I’m in no rush to leave.

			I pull out my phone to text Aleks and let him know I’ll be by the brewery a little bit later than planned before I notice five missed calls from Nadia and—more concerningly—one from Nik.

			“One minute,” I say, jumping to stand a little too urgently, my chair nearly falling before Prue catches it with her leg. “Sorry,” I say, placing it firmly on the floor, “my sister called.”

			“Okay, yeah,” Prue says softly, turning her focus back to her mother’s canvas.

			I walk toward the bathroom and close myself inside the tight space. Leaning my hip on the sink, I hit the call button and wait ten torturous seconds before Nadia answers.

			“Finally!” She sighs, both agitated and relieved at the same time. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, sorry, I was caught up here and—”

			“Sef’s water broke. They just left for the hospital. We couldn’t get ahold of you so Nik called Aleks, he’s driving them. The kids—”

			“Wait, slow down. The hospital? Didn’t Sef want a home birth? Why—”

			“There was blood,” Nadia whispers, then pauses for a breath. “I guess there’s not supposed to be? And, it’s still a little bit early. Nik was too freaked out to drive, and Sef, well, Sef was being Sef. Calm, as always. They left me with the kids, which is fine, but when the school bus came I’d only managed to get two of them dressed and none of their lunches packed so they’re all still here. I’m not fucking made for this! I don’t know how to—”

			“I’m on my way,” I say, interrupting her panicked monologue, which is still going on. “Breathe, Nads.”

			“…and Nik said something about a delivery for the brewery? One that couldn’t be missed and that Aleks might not be back in—” I hear a kid scream and then burst into tears in the background. “Back in time to get the delivery. Nik wrote it down, somewhere, the note’s here, I just…” A crash, then another set of screams follows. “I don’t hear you driving!” she shouts into the phone.

			“Sorry.” I open the bathroom door and begin walking toward my backpack on the floor, searching inside for car keys—there’s no time to collect my brushes or other items, I need to go now. “I’m coming,” I tell her, rifling through my stuff. “Fuck,” I say, remembering that I walked over this morning. “I’ll be there soon, okay?” I hang up, looking desperately around for my shoes before finding them literally right under my nose.

			It’s been a while since I ran, but I’ll run it for Nads. For those kids. I’ll do anything for them.

			“Hey,” Prue says, placing her hand on my shoulder. “Is something—”

			“My s-si-sister-in-law went into labor and th-th-there was blood and I-I-I need to get home and help with the kids or meet a delivery at the brewery or-or-or—” I inhale sharply, having lost my breath, but it’s no help. I start to feel black clouds come into my vision, tunneling it so all I can see is Prue’s worried expression. Clutching at my chest, I feel my heart racing as I try to catch my breath. “I didn’t…I haven’t…Nadia needs me.”

			“Hey, it’s okay. I’ll drive you,” she says, pulling her phone out of her dress pocket. She then lifts it to her ear, her hand on my shoulder squeezing and releasing in rhythm with my breathing I’ve somehow begun doing. “Hi, Dad, I need backup…Yeah, she’s fine. Trouble next door…Yeah, an hour, maybe…Thank you.”

			“But your mom—”

			“Dad’s got her,” she reassures me, slipping on a pair of wool clogs. “Get your shoes on.”

			I swallow, refocusing. “Sorry,” I say, bending to tie my shoes.

			“Don’t be.”

			We pass Tom on our way out, who exchanges soft, understanding glances with Prue as she keeps pushing me toward the front of the property with her hand that’s not yet left my shoulder. We reach the parking lot, and she, the perfect gentleman, opens the passenger door for me before practically shoving me inside of her truck.

			“You know how to drive a stick shift?” That is, for some reason, the question that falls out of my mouth when I buckle myself in. I love your truck, is what I should have said. It’s a two-door, baby-blue F-150 that must be as old as Bertha but starts without all my girl’s dramatics. Or, alternatively, I could have said, I’m freaking the fuck out and I hate that you’re seeing that.

			Prue rolls her eyes, looking at her rearview mirror as she reverses out of the parking lot and onto the main strip of road toward my brother’s place. “I didn’t peg you as sexist, Milo.”

			If I was in a better place mentally, I’d make a pegging joke. But tragically, this is not the time. “I would say that to anyone as hot as you.”

			She scoffs, then snorts, then laughs—none of which is exactly attractive but is, annoyingly, endearing. “Yeah, okay, sure.”

			“I cannot argue with you about your level of attractiveness right now as I’m in the midst of a familial crisis, but please put a pin in that for later.”

			Prue mimes sticking a pin into an imaginary corkboard in the narrow space between us before shifting gears and making a left turn into Nik and Sef’s long driveway. “Is she okay? Your sister?”

			“Which one?”

			“The pregnant one.”

			“I don’t know. She normally has her kids at home. So…yeah…I hope so.” She’ll be okay, I tell myself, and, for whatever reason, I believe it. Sef is my brother’s well-deserved happy ending. The world is cruel, sure, but I still like to believe that people like Nik—good people—are rewarded. “She’ll be fine.”

			“Right,” Prue agrees softly, looking up toward the house. “Wow, it’s cute.” I nod, caught up in thoughts of Sef and the baby and my not being there for my brother when he was too freaked out to drive. “Where should I park?”

			“Just up there.” I point to the left of the house. Prue turns left at the fork in the drive and brings the truck to a stop next to Bertha. Then, unexpectedly, Prue turns the engine off, pockets her keys, and unbuckles her safety belt.

			“Are you coming?” she asks, already halfway out the door, her brows knitted as she turns to face me.

			I nod repeatedly and then follow her toward the front porch.

			Inside, we’re greeted by a wall of sound. Running footsteps, a toy playing some echoey, eerie version of “Old MacDonald,” a commercial blasting from the television downstairs, and intermittent, excited screaming. Nadia and the children are nowhere in sight, but from what I can tell from the majority of the sounds, it would seem they’re in the basement.

			“Hello?” I call out, holding the door open for Prue to pass through. She politely removes her shoes and looks cautiously down the hallway toward the basement stairs, as another crash occurs and maniacal fits of laughter follow. “We’re here!” I say, brushing my hair back as I make my way down the hall. “Nads?” I shout, halfway down the steps.

			“In here!” she shouts back just as she comes into view.

			I hear Prue following close behind, her footfalls on the steps far more delicate than mine, but just as urgent.

			“Hi,” Nads says, handing me the littlest Kablukov. “This one pooped.”

			“Okay,” I say, taking Quinn from her as I assess my little sister from head to toe. She’s still in the clothes she slept in—a purple hoodie that I’d wager she’s stolen from Sef’s closet and gray sweats with the pockets turned inside out. Her hair is too short to be tied back, but she’s tried with a large clip all the same and is failing miserably. She looks as dazed as I feel. As worried too. And pissed. Rightfully so. “You all right?” I ask, wincing. “I’m so sor—”

			“Who’s that?” Nadia cocks her head to one side, pointing past me.

			“That’s Prue,” I answer. “Be nice,” I whisper for her ears only.

			“Hi,” Prue responds from behind me. “I drove Milo home and thought maybe you could use an extra set of hands?”

			Nadia glares skeptically, as the three eldest kids run straight through the playroom and back up the stairs, leaving everything overturned in their path and damn-near vibrating.

			“She’s good people,” I tell Nads, loud enough for Prue to hear this time. “We like Prue.”

			“Right…” She looks hesitantly between Prue and me, then settles her gaze on Prue, softening some. “I’m Nadia, Milo’s sister. You’ve caught me on a bad day.”

			“I know something about that, first impressions aren’t exactly my strength,” Prue says, stepping past me and moving farther into the room. I watch her circle around the large beige couch as her keen eyes search the floor, couch cushions, and coffee table. Eventually, she bends to pick up the remote and tries a few buttons before the television turns off. “But it is nice to meet you.”

			Nadia doesn’t respond, but I’m relieved all the same. It is instantly easier to think with one less sound.

			“I’ll change her,” I say, bouncing Quinn in my arms as she leans against me, “and then I’ll go looking for that note from Nik?” I ask.

			Nadia nods, brushing a piece of hair away from her cheek. “Okay, yeah. I’ll go chase those three down before they break something—or themselves.”

			“What should I do?” Prue asks, stepping toward me and then retreating half a step when Nadia looks over her shoulder and focuses her deathly stare once again.

			“I don’t know.” Nadia shrugs flippantly. “Actually, yeah, I do. Find the other one,” she commands before charging up the stairs.

			“The other one? How many are there?” Prue mumbles, picking up a blanket to look underneath it.

			“Nadia’s not normally so…” I move Quinn from one arm to the other as she sucks her thumb, leaving a wet patch of drool on my shirt. “She’s normally, uh…” I decide to let the lie die on my tongue. “Never mind. I’ll be right back and then you can get going, Killer. Thank you.”

			“It’s okay,” she tells me, smiling as she makes quick work of folding the blanket and draping it over the back of the couch. “No rush…”

			It hits me again, at what may be the most inopportune time, how beautiful she is. The subtlety of the smile she offers me, the reassurance in her eyes, seeing her here in my brother’s house. The unfamiliar, familiar woman who’s managing, somehow, to appear comfortable in what must be one of the most uncomfortable situations imaginable.

			It hits in a second, violent wave when my stubborn feet refuse to move and I watch as she finds little Perry in the play tent and waves a tender hello. Then a third, catastrophic wave when I hear her ask if she can hide inside with her before crawling in.

			It’s a too-tight feeling in my chest. An itch that can’t be scratched. The creeping vine of a feeling I’ve yet to experience and yet instinctively know, latching on to my ankle and threatening to cover me whole. Something to be avoided, stopped, and cut off.

			Going upstairs toward my brother’s bedroom where they keep their changing table, I realize that I was right the first time I laid eyes on Prue. She is dangerous and I am, most definitely, being lured toward what promises to be the most painful of deaths. Or, at least, the death of the reality I’ve lived thus far.

			I don’t know how yet, but I need to make it stop. I have to bury this feeling with the decade’s worth of feelings that have come before it. Because, when the brewery is open, and Sef is okay, and the baby is home, and Nads starts smiling more, and Nik gives me his blessing—Bertha and I are getting the fuck out of here.

			And I’m not about to leave any part of myself in some small tourist-trap, one-stoplight, pass-through town. Especially not my heart.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			Prue

			I swallow the last sip of my second beer as the sun finally, fully sets. From the end of my parents’ dock, I watch with an ache in my chest as that final sliver of sun slips below the lake’s surface and signals the end of my twenty-fourth year.

			On my fifth birthday, Mom woke me up before sunrise. She smiled, brushed a finger from my cheek to my chin, and, without a word, gestured for me to follow her. Hand in hand she walked us downstairs and toward our front porch. She sat down in Grandpa’s rocking chair, pulled me into her lap, and wrapped us in the plaid wool blanket we keep by the front door.

			Silently, we watched the sunrise together. I remember a pink and orange sky, casting Lynn’s house across the street in a glow that resembled a fire. I remember Mom’s hand brushing my hair as I lay on her chest. I remember the rocking motion. I remember Dad finding us later and slipping into the chair next to hers. I remember her pulling one hand out of our blanketed cocoon to offer it for him to hold.

			The day beyond that was hazy. From the pictures, I had a Barney-themed party. We opened gifts from Aunt Lucy and the neighbor’s kids who’ve all since moved away, and I wore an ugly floral frock that got covered in purple and fuchsia icing from eating too many cupcakes.

			I vaguely recall the picnic we shared on the dock that evening. It’s a fragmented, stained-glass mosaic of many different years pieced together but, even so, it is still the most precious memory I have. I can still hear the sound of Mom’s hushed voice reminiscing about the year that’d passed fading and bleeding into the not-quite-autumn breeze rustling the pines. I can still feel the tightness of her hold, being small enough to be held, the itch of the wool blanket against my cheek, her steady hands, and the way she swayed me side to side as we cast wishes for the year to come on the stars above us.

			From then on, I demanded sunrises on the front porch and sunsets on the dock on every birthday.

			This year marks the third time I’ve had to do it alone. But at least it’s a good excuse to sneak away from the party Dad insisted on throwing me. At the top of our property’s steep hill, on the grass between the A-frame and my parents’ back porch, my Dad is drinking wine and breaking bread with half of the town.

			But, down here, it’s just me, the plaid blanket we’ve always kept by the door, a six-pack of unlabeled beer I found in Dad’s office fridge, and the chilling, fresh September-evening breeze drying my tears that have managed to break free.

			My phone interrupts the dusk, lighting up with a text from Milo. It’s a photo of him and his three-day-old niece, who’s yet to receive her name. He’s smiling proudly as he holds the tiny, wailing baby out toward the camera, red-faced and screaming.

			Milo: I think she likes me

			I’d left Milo’s place not long after Aleks called to let him and Nadia know that Sef had safely delivered the newest Kablukov, in the back seat of his car, in the parking lot of the hospital. That the midwife had taken over from Nik, who had yet to catch his breath, and that mom and baby were both totally fine, if a little shocked at the speedy arrival. Aleks was going to take his car to the brewery and detail it while waiting for the delivery that seemed immovable, and Nadia and Milo agreed they’d take care of the kids.

			Prue: She’s got good taste ;)

			So, it’s a little flirty, sue me! It’s my birthday and I’m drinking and I miss my mother who, yes, is inside the house at the top of the hill, yet still so, so, so far away.

			Milo: thanks again for your help the other day

			Milo: did your mom paint again this morning?

			I can’t help the slight scowl that overtakes my face. Milo is not returning my flirting. And flirting seems to be his default setting.Something is wrong. Or, he’s simply lost interest.

			Prue: She did, yeah.

			Prue: And, no worries! Glad everyone is home safe!

			As I’m about to toss my phone toward the corner of the blanket and reach for another beer, he replies.

			Milo: what are you up to right now?

			A rumbling belly laugh sounds from my father in the distance as I sit up straighter to respond.

			Prue: Hiding from a party, you?

			Milo: Tom threw a party and didn’t invite me?!

			Prue: He may have asked me to invite you…Whoops!

			Milo: wow. I’m hurt. What’s the occasion?

			I can’t help but smile, anticipating his reaction.

			Prue: My birthday…

			His responses are just as predicted—immediate and crazed.

			Milo: killer, tell me you’re joking

			Milo: is today your birthday?

			Milo: don’t fuck with me

			Milo: why didn’t you tell me when I texted you earlier???

			He texted me this morning, letting me know that he’d not be able to paint with Mom again today, as if I’d expected him to with everything he’s got going on. Still, I appreciated that he checked in.

			Prue: No, not joking!

			Prue: You’re so dramatic!

			Milo: you’re dead to me.

			Milo: see, THAT is when punctuation is appropriate

			Milo: I did send that before I read your second message, but my point stands

			Milo: I’m coming over

			Milo: a virgo…I should have guessed

			Prue: Don’t!!

			Prue: I’m halfway through a six-pack and in the beginning stages of sad, reminiscent drunk.

			Milo: so??

			Milo: I’ll bring more beer

			Prue: Seriously, Milo, you don’t want to come.

			Prue: The whole town is in my backyard, and they’ll talk if they see you sneaking off to find me.

			Milo: let them

			Milo: are you in the studio?

			Prue: No, on the dock.

			Milo: okay, wait there for me

			Suddenly I’m left in the dark, questioning my outfit choice. I’m wearing loose-fitting jeans with a baggy white sweater. It felt right for the cheesy party my dad was throwing me for all the townies who still seem to see me as their neighbor’s sweet twelve-year-old kid. But not for him. Not for this.

			Though I don’t know what this is. My plan is not fully thought out…yet.

			I keep falling into the same trap, choosing outfits mindlessly and finding myself uneasy whenever Milo arrives, for a planned drop-in or otherwise, looking like…what he looks like. He’s older in age and stature, in vibe and aura. And his clothes, his choices, make that clear. Milo knows himself well enough to dress in clothes that he wears and not the other way around. He’s intentional, meticulous with his appearance in a way that feels so annoyingly effortless. It makes me feel young, and plain, and frumpy, and foolish.

			But then he gets that look in his eye. The teasing, toying flicker in his stare that makes me feel alive, and beautiful, and sexy. And I wonder if I could bottle that feeling. If I managed to steal enough of his attention, his appreciation, could I learn to conjure that confidence for myself?

			I don’t know if it’s the alcohol or the nostalgia or the mindfuck that is Milo Kablukov’s sudden presence in my life, but I’m not sure if I’d stop him from kissing me tonight, if he asked again. Honestly, I’m hoping he does. One birthday kiss with one ridiculously hot person that I can brag about for years to come to…the friends I will someday make.

			Minutes pass as I finish my third beer, staring out over the water as dusk fades to nightfall and I turn my lantern on to see.

			A twig snaps from behind me, and I turn to see Milo coming down the rocky steps, awkwardly balancing a vase of flowers in the crook of one arm and a few loose beers in the other. He holds his phone with his mouth, using it as a flashlight for the unlit path.

			I can’t make out what he’s wearing, but that doesn’t stop the feeling of desire from rising up my throat. I guess it’s not just his fashion sense but him. In the dark, or otherwise.

			“Hi,” I say, choking on the word, too quiet for him to hear. “Hi,” I repeat, reaching for my fourth beer and cracking it open. “You have some catching up to do,” I say, as he steps onto the dock.

			He gets closer to me and my dimly lit lantern, and drops the cans onto the blanket. Then, Milo takes the phone out of his mouth, turns the flashlight off, and slides it into the back pocket of his dark blue jeans. “Good evening, birthday girl,” he teases, smirking wickedly. “These are for you.” He holds out the flowers.

			I am hoping—praying, really—the lantern isn’t bright enough to reveal the blush on my cheeks. “Why, thank you.” I reach out and take the vase from him and place it to the side of the blanket underneath me, eyeing the beautiful bouquet skeptically.

			How did he get these in the last ten minutes…

			Milo immediately gets comfortable, lounging next to me on his side, his long legs hanging off the edge of the blanket. “So, twenty-five, huh?” He pokes my knee with his finger, smiling widely.

			“Twenty-five,” I agree, less cheerily. I start chugging, sucking in air through my nose between swallowing. “That one is bitter,” I say hoarsely as I lower the can from my lips.

			He takes the can from me without so much as asking and helps himself to a sip. “Ah, yes, Little Rabbit…” He holds the can out toward me, and our hands brush briefly as I reach for it.

			“These are your brother’s?” I say, admiring the blank can. “I should’ve guessed, I suppose.”

			“Do you make a habit of drinking alcohol from nondescript packages?”

			“Special occasion, and whatnot…” I drink again, turning my attention to the bouquet next to me. They’re really pretty, full of colorful blooms and stocks and greenery. They’re also stolen. “Quick question…” Milo grunts his response, opening his first beer. “How’d you get these? Everything is closed in town by now.”

			“Uh…I—”

			“And”—I cut him off, grinning—“why does the little card say Congratulations on your not-yet-named baby! From, Aleks?”

			He huffs a laugh, his tongue darting out to lick a drop of golden liquid off his lip. “Sef threatened my life when I said I was coming here empty-handed on your birthday. If I had known ahead of time I would have gotten you a much better gift.” His subtle attempt to deflect from the matter at hand is, and will always be, unsuccessful.

			“Sef has other things to be worrying about, no? Like the tiny baby she just popped out in a parking lot?”

			“When you meet her, you’ll understand. She’s a different breed.”

			I cannot help the very annoying little surge of pride when I hear that he’s counting on me meeting another member of his family. Like he thinks I’m worth introducing to them. It’s silly, I know, but feelings often are—as my mother used to say.

			“I like them,” I say quietly. “Even if they’re stolen.”

			“They’re not stolen. They’re…gently used.”

			“I’ll be sure to thank Aleks for the flowers when I meet him someday.” See, I stole a little bit of that confidence from him already.

			“You haven’t met him yet?” Milo asks. I shake my head no. “I figured you would have since he’s living above the bakery in town.”

			“I don’t get out much.”

			Milo laughs before taking another small sip. “He’ll love you.”

			I scoff. “What?”

			He smiles, parted lips meeting the edge of the silver can. After Milo tips his face up to the sky to finish his drink, he turns that come hither stare on me. “You don’t mince your words either, just like him.”

			“Well, maybe I should have invited him over then,” I say, quicker than my thoughts can stop it.

			I watch carefully as Milo flicks through a few different emotions before landing on his go-to arrogant smile. But briefly—like blink-and-you’ll-miss-it briefly—I think I saw a pang of jealousy crook his brow and twitch his eye. “I can text him and see if he’ll join us. Why not, right? We’re just friends, aren’t we?”

			“Oh, so we are friends?” I tease, holding eye contact.

			“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.” Friends who kiss, maybe.

			He leans in, smirking. “Do you usually get what you want, Prudence?”

			“Mmm,” I say, before taking a much-needed, cooling sip. “Sometimes.”

			“So why are you down here then? Instead of partying it up with Tom and all the cool cats?”

			That answer is too long and far too complicated, so I settle for the easier one. “I thought I’d do them all a favor by giving them the gift of my absence.”

			“Oh please, you’re not so bad,” he says, finally breaking our eye contact as he reaches for his second can. “And thank you for not sparing me.”

			I choose to ignore the sort-of compliment and the butterflies it lets loose in my belly. “Why dare?” I ask, jutting my chin to the tattooed letters on his knuckles.

			“No, I’m not telling you. You’ll mock me.”

			I roll my eyes, smiling. “So? Let it be my birthday gift. The not-stolen kind.”

			His eyes dip down to my mouth, and he immediately sighs, resolved. “Fine. I got it…” He looks up to the sky, leaning farther back onto the forearm supporting his weight as he trills his lips. “I don’t know, maybe eight years ago? I was in California for the first time and there were these girls and—”

			“Oh”—I sit up urgently—“this is going to be good.”

			He laughs at my obvious excitement. “Well, there were about eight of us total, and it was late and we were all very drunk and someone suggested we play truth or dare.” He stops, checking to see if I know where he’s going with this with a side-glance and a deadly smirk.

			“Seriously?”

			“Yeah…” He chuckles dryly. “This one girl asked me to get her name across my knuckles, Lane, I think it was, and I said no, but I did say yes to a different four-letter word. My drunk, dumb ass couldn’t think of anything other than dare when the tattoo artist asked me what I wanted and I was desperately trying to appear cool and sober.”

			“That is even better than I expected, honestly,” I tell him, shaking my head. “Thank god you didn’t get some random girl’s name on you!”

			“Why?” he asks quickly, leaning to look at me from under low brows. “Would that make you jealous?”

			“Shut up.” I laugh nervously, before covering the sound with a cool can pressed against my lips. Then, an idea. “We should play.”

			“Hmm?” Milo’s brows rise.

			“We should play truth or dare.”

			“That story made you want to play?” His eyes narrow on me curiously. “You want me to get your name tattooed on my ass or something?”

			I laugh. “Would you?”

			“Well, it is your birthday.”

			I lift up and move closer to him, feeling the liquid courage flood my bloodstream and thin the usually thick filter of my mind. “I’ve never played, so go easy on me.”

			He breathes deeply, focusing on my face, studying me. Then, he sits up, his knee pressing into mine as he smiles widely and places both hands in the hollow of his lap. “All right, Killer, you win. Let’s play.”

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			Milo

			Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck…

			Fuck, that hungry look in her eyes.

			Fuck, that perfect pink hue yet to fully leave her cheeks.

			Fuck, that sweater hanging off her left shoulder and the lacy white bra strap made visible.

			And, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck me for not being able to stay away longer than a few days.

			What Prue didn’t ask, thankfully, was how that game of truth or dare ended. Because it rhymes with freesome and I don’t know why, but confessing that to her would feel damn near mortifying—as fun as it was at the time.

			“Okay, you first,” she says keenly, rubbing her hands together. “Truth or dare.”

			I’ve always been a dare sort of guy. I figured, up until now, that was the safer option. But this game feels different. Prue asked me to go easy on her, so I will. “Truth.”

			“How many people have you had sex with?”

			I recoil, as if she’d slapped me. “Jesus, Killer! Buy a guy dinner first.”

			She giggles, covering her mouth and nose with her palm as the noise indelicately falls out of her. She’s a little tipsy, for sure. “What? You said truth!”

			“And that’s the first question that comes to mind, huh? Dirty girl.”

			Her bottom lip flicks out as she releases it from between her teeth. “Stop dodging the question, Milo.”

			I could lie. I could tell her a lowball number, the number I had when I stopped keeping track. I could but I don’t want to. I want her truths, and it’s not fair to give her lies in return. “I don’t know, honestly. You can ask another question if you’d like.”

			“You don’t know, or you don’t want to tell me?”

			I wince, keeping hesitant eyes on her when I confess a partial truth. “I don’t know, as in, I’ve lost count.”

			The tendon in the side of Prue’s throat jumps, her eyes blinking rapidly before her stare falls to her lap. Interestingly, though, her curious smile doesn’t falter—she’s not disappointed, I guess. “Okay.”

			“If I had to guess,” I offer, “somewhere around two hundred, maybe.”

			“Oh my god!” That small smile blooms into a wide grin, accompanied by a bubbly laugh. “Wow!”

			I cannot help but smile at her shock and awe, scratching at my brow as I consider every possible reasoning behind that wow. “I know it’s high but—”

			“Truth.” She cuts me off, biting that bottom lip again as her eyes lock in on my hand flexing over my knee, and she slowly brings her can to her mouth for a languid sip.

			“Okay, Killer, let’s have it. What’s your number?”

			“Hmm?” She nearly chokes on her sip of beer. “You can’t repeat questions, right? That’s a rule. I think that’s a rule.”

			“You said you’d never played.”

			“Well, it’s a rule.” She begins swaying softly side to side, looking everywhere except for my direction.

			“Prudence…C’mon. There’s no embarrassment here.”

			She sucks in a big gulp of air, then swallows. I almost let her off the hook, but what sort of game will it be if we can’t even make it through one round? What sort of friends are we if we cannot be honest with each other? “Tell me, Killer. What’s the body count?”

			She stills, tilting her face to the sky as her cheeks turn a deeper shade of pink.

			“Prue…”

			“Zero,” she whispers, her eyes shut as she presses her chin in between two bent knees.

			I roll my eyes, fighting back a laugh unsuccessfully. “God, you’re annoying. Just—”

			“Milo,” Prue interrupts. Her eyes skate across the dock, then to the lantern, then, finally, back to me. Hesitantly, she speaks again. “It’s zero.”

			There is no way, I almost say. But then I see her bravado finally give way, her projected confidence slips for half a second as her eyes communicate the truth she seems awfully afraid to admit. She’s embarrassed. “Oh…Okay.”

			“On that note, I think it’s past my bedtime.” Prue brushes her hands against the denim covering her thighs, moving as if she’s going to stand.

			“No, no.” I reach out and grab her arm, stilling her. Our eyes both drop to where my hand is clasped around her wrist before I retreat and she lowers to the dock. “Don’t go,” I tell her, fighting back a thousand, if not a million questions. “Sorry, I just—You are…You don’t look like—”

			“I don’t look like a virgin?” She scoffs, tugging her hand away. “Tell me, Milo, what does a virgin look like exactly?”

			Not someone who licks their lips like you did the other day when I knelt beside you. Not someone who practically purred when I brushed my nose against their temple. Not someone who looks at me like I’m their next meal and then coyly, casually tosses me aside. Not…you.

			I have to shake myself to stop those images replaying in my mind. Every flick of her tongue, every quickened breath, every blush of her cheeks I’ve collected in this past week have all come into my thoughts when fucking my fist the last few nights.

			I never intended for Prue to join me, alone in my bed. But I didn’t valiantly fight the thoughts of her away either. Now, I know, it’s going to be even worse. I’m a bastard, a damned bastard for it, but, god, the thought of her being so inexperienced is having an effect on me. My hands itch to be the one to touch her everywhere she’s yet to be touched. I can practically feel my tongue swelling in my mouth, begging to be let loose on her. It’s greedy and possessive and archaic and I hate it. I hate myself for it.

			“Let’s just…keep going.” I finish my second beer off, hoping that helps fill this need inside my chest that feels cracked open and emptied out. So far, it hasn’t.

			“Fine.” Her brows jump in challenge as her eyes harden on my face. “Your turn.”

			“Truth,” I answer, pointing to one of my cans. “Could you?” She nods, handing it over.

			“Have you ever been with a virgin?”

			I still, attempting not to react one way or another. “No,” I answer plainly, avoiding eye contact with her before I take a sip from the can nearly shaking in my grip.

			Why would she ask me that? Why would she want to know? Why is she looking at me like she’s holding the reins?

			“Dare,” she replies, apparently satisfied by my answer.

			“Um.” I swallow, then clear my throat. “Uh…” Thinking of a dare other than climb into my lap is proving incredibly, increasingly difficult.

			“Milo?” she says after a few long seconds of nothing.

			“I’m thinking!” Fuck, am I thinking…Thinking about what that white lace strap leads to. Thinking about how she defines virginity. Thinking about what she’s done, or not done. Thinking about how I want to be the one to do those things. Thinking and thinking and— “Fuck.”

			“What?” She pulls back, making that fucking sweater fall even farther down her arm. Since when is a shoulder capable of sending me into cardiac arrest? Because I feel like my heart is going to beat out of my chest. “Are you okay?” she asks as I paw at my shirt with a closed fist, trying to rub the feeling loose.

			“I don’t know,” I tell her, laughing without humor. “I do not know…”

			“Is this like the other day? With the phone call?”

			I shake my head. No, Prue, this is not another panic attack, but thanks for the reminder that you witnessed that. Though, actually, maybe it is? I’m not sure. This is new. Why is everything new in this woman’s presence? “No.” I offer her a pathetic, exhausted sigh as I take in the sight of her, disheveled and looking at me like she wants to help put me out of my misery. “No, it’s not.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“You.” I give her another truth.

			She rolls her eyes. “Please…What did I do?”

			“I think I need to go….” I should have stayed away. Being in her orbit is impossible right now.

			“Dare,” she says, grabbing my hand as I stand. She rises too, lifting her face up toward me as those big eyes pin my feet to the ground, and her thumb seems to unconsciously rub my wrist.

			“Prue, I should—”

			“Dare me,” she commands in a near-whisper, her voice wavering despite the confidence in those words.

			“Prue, this isn’t—”

			“Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind,” she says, her tone not matching the hurt behind her eyes. “Or am I just less desirable to you now that—”

			“It’s not like that,” I interrupt. “It’s…” How do I explain these feelings I don’t think I should be having to the person I’m having them about? What is a cool, chill, cavalier way of saying that I’m in way too deep? That the waves are starting to crash over me. That the ivy is growing, too quick to tame. That my walls keep crumbling around her and I’m afraid that I’m too tired to rebuild them.

			No, that’s no good.

			“Killer…” I beg as she goes onto the tips of her toes, her free hand finding my shoulder and wrapping around to the back of my neck. “What I’m about to say has nothing to do with you,” I swear to her, before my eyes drift close. “It’s just…” Fuck her grip in my hair feels so, so right. “I don’t do anything but casual. I never will.”

			“And?” she whispers. Her fingertips dig into my scalp and my eyes fight not to roll back as soon as I open them. “Did you hear me ask for more?”

			“No.” I will have to process later, when my hands aren’t grasping at her hips, why that stung a little.

			“Milo, you wanted to kiss me,” she whispers, her parted lips brushing mine so tenderly, I gasp into her mouth.

			“That was before,” I reply, mindlessly. “Before we were friends.”

			“Yes, and I need you to be my friend,” she tells me, kissing the edge of my jaw. “I think I…I think I’d like your help.”

			“Fuck,” I whisper back, my thumbs hooking into her jeans’ belt loops and tugging her closer. “What does that look like?” My voice is an entranced, far-off entity separate from me entirely.

			“It looks like you”—she takes my hand off her hip and places it on her neck—“showing me”—she kisses me again, too quickly for me to count it as the real deal—“what I like….” She searches my face until her eyes find mine. “What I need to know…”

			“I can do that,” I agree, nodding before she pulls my hair, forcing me to straighten.

			“No strings,” she says, holding my gaze. “No feelings.”

			“This is a feeling,” I argue, pulling her in close so she can realize just how much of an effect she has on me. “There will be feelings.” Her eyes dip down to the nonexistent space between us, no doubt trying to see the outline of my hard cock that I’m pressing against her.

			“You know what I mean.” She looks down at my forearm. I loosen my hold on her neck, realizing I’d accidentally begun pressing my thumb into the front of her throat. “We will stay—”

			“Friends,” I finish for her. The word tastes bitter on my tongue, but I repeat it regardless. “We’ll be friends who make each other feel good.”

			“Friends who try to,” she says. “I don’t know if I’ll…” Her gaze slips away from mine, and I use the hold on her neck to tilt her back up to face me. “You’ll have to teach me.”

			“I’ll show you,” I promise. “I’ll show you,” I repeat before finally taking what I’ve wanted since the moment I got to town.

			I kiss Prue like she deserves to be kissed. How I imagine a woman like her wants to be kissed. I pour every ounce of passion and wanting I have from the depths of myself into it. Gliding my tongue, controlling her with my hands, rewarding her with breaths and moans as she follows suit—letting her know I’m an equal benefactor in this.

			And, despite her hesitancy, it is good. Great, even. I feel that pinprick sensation under my skin that acts like a signal for my brain to start removing clothing, a sensation I’ve followed over the cliff time and time again.

			And, despite her lack of experience, Prue must feel that call too.

			“Killer,” I warn, gripping her wrist as her hand fights a losing battle against my belt buckle. “Stop that.”

			“Sorry.” She pants against my mouth, hooking me back in with her tight grip on the back of my neck. She’s needy, pressing her thigh against mine and moving her hips like she wants the more I’ve been chasing for my entire adulthood.

			Not now, I tell myself, when I’d normally be bending down to pick her up and hook her legs around my back. Not now, I tell myself when she grabs a handful of my ass and I want to ask her to get on her knees. “Not yet,” I tell her out loud when she reaches for my belt again.

			“Prue,” I say between the vicious kisses she’s attempting to bury into my neck. “Prue, I’m going to need you to stop now, okay?”

			“Why?” She’s disappointed. Her flushed cheeks and dilated pupils make me shut my eyes to focus on my next words.

			“Because if I’m going to be the one to teach you things, I need to be in control.” I open my eyes again and feel my dick surge at the sight of her, breathless and panting and looking up at me like I hold all of the answers. “And I’m losing it…. Quickly.”

			“Let’s start all of that tomorrow,” she responds unabashedly, grabbing my hand and placing it on her breast.

			My fingers, not yet accustomed to my newfound self-control, move to outline the shape of her bra from under the fabric of her sweater. I have to consciously breathe in as I gather myself, fighting the urge to pull her damn sweater clean off.

			I groan, tossing my head back toward the sky as I shakily place both of my hands on the back of my neck, already missing the touch of her. I cannot believe what I’m about to do. What I have to do. This is my karma for the dirty virgin-fantasy thoughts earlier. “Prue, I—”

			“Please,” she whispers, her teeth skating against the tattoo on my throat before she kisses to the left of my Adam’s apple.

			That’s my weak spot and, somehow, she knew instinctively how to find it. No, not instinctively. It can’t be. She, obviously, is an agent that has been sent to fuck with me by all the lovers I have previously scorned. A perfect weapon made in a lab to destroy me. That is the only explanation for any of this, any of her.

			“Я сейчас умру,” I plead. I’m going to die.

			I whimper as she flicks her tongue against the column of my throat and rubs her palm over my cock as it further tightens my jeans.

			Fuck, yes, yes, yes. Her fingernails scrape against the denim, soliciting a lustful whimper from me that acts as a wakeup call. Shit, no, no, no.

			I need to remind myself of the facts here.

			She has been drinking.

			Prue places both of her hands on the bulge in my jeans and begins exploring.

			She’s far less experienced than me.

			Or, more likely, she’s a rotten liar. Because that rhythm she’s squeezing is—

			She wants me to teach her, not the other way around.

			—it’s too good. Too. Fucking. Good.

			That is how this arrangement needs to work.

			I’m going to come in my jeans if she doesn’t quit.

			This balance, this teacher-student dynamic is the only way I can survive this. How I’ll manage to be friends and do all of the weird, nasty, filthy shit I want to do with her down the line. It’s the only way I can leave with all of my heart and sanity in tow in a few months’ time.

			I moan, feeling my orgasm build at the base of my spine. “No. That’s enough of that,” I groan, grabbing Prue’s hands and pinning them behind her. I press them against her lower back, holding tightly as she fights it. “You’re going to be a handful, aren’t you?”

			She looks up at me, pouting and downright petulant. How she manages to look so innocent and adorable while pissed off is beyond me. This blushing darling cannot be the same woman who just tried to test my will and get me off through my jeans.

			I lean down, laying my cheek against the soft cushioning of the hair on top of her head, my chest rising and falling with each heavy breath. “I mean it, Killer. We need to stop there for tonight.” I breathe her in, then press a kiss against her peppermint-scented hair before straightening. When our eyes meet and I instinctively tighten my hold around her wrists, she lets out a breathy moan. A shudder courses through me as I struggle to maintain control. “If you feel this way tomorrow,” I tell her sternly, “you know where to find me.”

			I step back, releasing her in one painful swoop. Three steps closer to shore, I stop to take her in—the softened, moodier version of her heightened by the lantern and what little moonlight there is. She is a truly devastating creature, stunning in a way that is beyond the words I know. I’m only as fluent in Russian as my parents’ daily use provided and there is no way they ever felt strongly enough about each other to teach me that sort of word.

			“Good night, Killer,” I say, slowly, to capture the mental image of her in my mind so I can sketch it later before I bring it to mind in less honorable ways.

			Prue goes shy on me, her head ducking between us as she quickly fixes her sweater back into place. Her arms fold in front of her chest, as that soft pink hue I’m obsessed with turns to a deeper red I do not like.

			No, some part of me screams, you can’t leave her like that.

			Three steps later, I’m back in front of her—in new, fumbling, unfamiliar territory. “If I’m going to stay, it’s going to be as your friend,” I tell her and myself. “We can’t tonight. I can’t—”

			“Okay,” she interrupts.

			Was I really about to leave this girl on a dock by herself, surrounded by shit both she and I carried down here, on her birthday? What the fuck is wrong with me?

			“I’m new to this part of it too,” I confess. “The…”

			“Decency?” She offers a teasing smirk, filling me with relief.

			“Yes,” I agree, smiling back. “I’m more of a hit-and-run kind of guy.”

			“Don’t you have to hit to run?” she asks, eyes narrowing as she slowly lowers to sit on the blanket with her legs out in front of her.

			“Right, which is why”—I sit down next to her feet, my legs extended next to hers—“I don’t need to run?” I ask it, as if it’s a question.

			“Exactly.” She reaches to her left, grabs one of my beers, and holds it out to me.

			“Sorry,” I say, taking it from her, attempting to avoid the electric shock of her touch.

			“Don’t be.” She leans back onto her palms, stretching her beautiful neck up to the sky. “Sorry for trying to get in your pants on night one.”

			“Yes, not very decent of you.”

			She returns her gaze to mine, smiling. “I guess we both have a lot to learn.”

			“Want to keep playing?” I ask.

			She nods slowly. “Yeah, but…we should probably…if…”

			“Avoid the sexy kind of questions for the sake of our shared interest in not fucking up this arrangement between us before it begins?” I ask.

			“Yes,” she half says, half giggles. “I would hate to begin mauling you again.”

			“Or I, you,” I tell her when she hides her face from me. “It could have easily been me needing the reminder to cool off.” She nods, the corner of her lip turning up, as if she needed to hear me say something that seemed so obvious. “All right, Killer, it’s my turn. Truth.”

			“Have you ever been handcuffed?”

			“Prudence!”

			“I didn’t mean it like that!”

		

	
		
			Fourteen

			Prue

			The day started with the battle of two hangovers. Me, whose birthday it actually was yesterday, versus my father, who forgets he is not as young as he once was and got a little carried away.

			He won. I left him lying on the couch with a cool cloth on his head and a bottle of ibuprofen next to him.

			Dad’s being punished in a uniquely torturous way, however. Mom decided today was the day she needed to search through all of the kitchen cabinets and downstairs closets to find the breadbasket her great aunt had gifted her twenty-odd years ago. Because, apparently, my great-great aunt Edith is coming over for dinner.

			She is not. Edith is, in fact, very dead. And the basket was donated long, long ago.

			Still, it’s keeping Mom busy as Dad attempts to rest and I keep the store running.

			It’s been a relatively slow morning, with the handful of retired locals who come in to check one item off their daily to-do list, a few geniuses who cannot figure out why the gas pump doesn’t take cash, and two kids who stop in for ten-cent candy accompanied by exhausted yet chic Torontonian parents who’ve spent upward of two hours in the car with them already.

			They’re no doubt headed to their luxurious home on the lake that they humbly call the cabin, when it’s the furthest thing from it. I spend the long gaps between them and the next customer designing every room of their lakeside palace with a limitless budget in mind.

			When I worked in the store every weekend in high school, this was my favorite part of the job—the people watching that let my imagination run loose. It all starts with someone new coming in. I never know upon first glance if they’ll be the right type of person to craft a story around, but I am able to most of the time—especially when bored.

			The key to it is improvisation following observation. For example, the middle-aged man who’s taking his sweet time looking at each and every apple might, to some, just be nitpicky. But, to me, he’s a lovesick fool buying time.

			Is it possible that he’s just looking to find a perfectly ripe apple with no bruising? Sure. But, maybe, he’s not really looking at the apples at all. Perhaps, the apples are just the task for his wandering hands and absent mind to focus on as he plans his opening line for when he reunites with his college sweetheart this afternoon.

			Her name is Daniella. She’s recently divorced and has never stopped wondering where James, I’ll call him, ended up.

			James still makes her favorite snack, the one she introduced him to when they’d study together in their dormitory lounge—apples dunked in peanut butter and honey.

			So, as James holds up another apple to a keen eye, I hear his thoughts aloud. Should he bring her one, as a reminder of their history? Would that be strange? He’d never stopped wondering about her either. He’d never married.

			James places two apples in his basket and wanders off to the next aisle. Meanwhile, I craft him and Daniella a beautiful life in their sunsetting years. They take their engagement photos outside of their old college dorms. They adopt a golden retriever. Actually, two. They live a long, bliss-filled, happy life and I’m happy for them. They deserve it.

			“Here.” James drops the basket filled with items in front of me without so much as a polite nod. Taking a look inside, I’m disappointed when there’s no peanut butter or honey in sight. Unfortunately, the customers will often ruin the experience.

			I cash him out, send him on his way with an unreciprocated smile, and hope that Daniella—if she’s out there—can handle his grumpy attitude.

			The good observations, the unpopped bubbles, or the ones untainted by a bad attitude, used to make it into the journal Dad and I shared. I reach under the cash register, pulling open the green leather-bound book that my father and I have written in since my teen years.

			The last entry was written two Augusts ago by Dad.

			
				“I have watched her grow for seven summers now. She once brightly told me, pigtails bouncing, that she and her mother come up to visit her grandfather every year. She used to tug on her mother’s hand, begging for candy and attention. Now, she waits in the car outside the shop, her nose stuck in her phone. Next time she comes inside, I will remind her that her mother is getting older too.”

				—TN

			

			The one before that was written by me, over three years ago.

			
				“The gray-haired man with the bright yellow boots comes through once a year at the end of May. He buys a pack of cigarettes, a tub of worms, and beef jerky from the endcap next to the cash register. He jokes that his wife only allows him to smoke when he goes fishing by himself. He tells me that the smell of cigarettes bothers her. That she worries too much about his health. I smile politely, wondering if he knows how loved he is. The significance of someone hoping to keep you alive as long as possible.”

				—PW

			

			For the rest of the day, I hold my breath as the bell chimes above the door, hoping for someone worth writing about and breaking our long, but hopefully not permanent, hiatus. But the day passes in numbing monotony.

			I check my phone again, hoping to see a message from Milo. He’d texted this morning, offering to come by to paint with Mom, but after I let him know she wasn’t going to be able to today, he never replied.

			We ended things on good terms yesterday, or so I’d thought.

			We played a few more rounds of truth or dare, nothing too salacious, until we saw a shooting star. After that, Milo pointed out the constellations for me one by one, looking up at the night sky as if it were a past lover. For the most part, I just stared at his hand, wondering how mine might fit inside of it.

			When I eventually dozed off, he sweetly woke me up with a chaste kiss to the forehead before helping me carry my things up to the house.

			But, after that, it took an awkward turn. I think neither of us knew how to end the evening within the confines of whatever our dynamic is, or will be, and instead of saying that, we both stood around waiting for the other to speak. Eventually, Milo gingerly placed the lantern on the steps of my parents’ back porch, bowed with his hands deeply shoved into his pockets, and walked off toward the main road without a word.

			I didn’t overthink it at the time. But I am now.

			Is he regretting agreeing to my suggestion? I thought, honestly, he’d be a little more eager to show me the ropes. At least a flirty text or two or a plan to see each other. Maybe I’m expecting too much.

			Just then, the door chimes as a striking man in work boots and a flannel button-down shirt walks in. He has thick, dark hair, a full beard, and eyes that are far too familiar to make him anyone but Milo’s older brother, Nik.

			He bypasses me without a glance my way, walking with purpose toward the fridges.

			When I dare another peek in his direction, he’s lost half of his arm to the refrigerator, trying to reach the carton at the back. We don’t stock them in order of expiry date, but it would feel mean to tell him that now.

			After he collects his few groceries, Nik makes his way toward the check-out counter. I smile politely as he lays out his items for me, instead of just placing the basket down for me to unpack, like the nonlocals do. He smiles back, then stifles a yawn. Probably because of the newborn baby he’s just brought home that I should maybe not know about…

			I don’t know if I should address him by name or congratulate him or act none the wiser.

			I should know, having been raised in this relentlessly nosy small town. I never liked when someone knew my business without me having told them. But throw in the your-brother-and-I-have-got-a-weird-thing-going-on element and this feels like new, strange territory.

			“Good afternoon,” I say at the exact moment Nik says, “You’re Prue, right?”

			“Yeah, hi,” I answer, nodding as I type the cost of a can of peaches into the register. I continue to add his items as he glances around the shop, periodically and hesitantly smiling at me. “And you’re Nik?”

			“Yeah, hi,” he returns, looking up to the red arrow sign hanging above the desk. “I heard you came by with Milo the other day to help when my wife went into labor. Thank you.”

			I hit enter, and the register adds to his total amount as I pick up his loaf of bread and place it at the top of the paper bag. “You don’t have to thank me.” I slide the bag across the counter. “It’s what neighbors do, right?”

			The spark is there, but quieter. The curious, teasing smirk that Milo so often has loudly dancing across his features is far more subdued on his older brother. “Right…Neighbors.”

			“$42.12,” I tell him.

			“I’m going to level with you…” he says, handing me his credit card to swipe. “My wife sent me here with what I’m certain is a list of items we do not need, so I could invite you over for dinner. She told me to say that the invitation was a thank-you for helping with the kids while we were out but, between us, I think we both know that’s bullshit. She wants, well, we both want, to meet the woman who’s got my little brother all twisted up in knots.” He pauses, scratching at his beard as he looks at the candy on the counter, and tosses a chocolate bar my way. “With that being said, would you like to?”

			I stare at him blankly, reaching for the candy bar.

			“Come over for dinner?” he asks, nodding as if I should begin doing so as well.

			“I, um—” I stop, remembering that I’ve yet to hear from Milo since this morning. “I think I should ask Milo first, to see if he’s…” My voice trails off as I punch in the cost of his chocolate. “$45.62”

			“If he’s ready for you to meet us?” he finishes for me as he points to the credit card already in my hand.

			“Yeah, something like that.” I run his credit card through and slide it across the counter toward him.

			“Well, you’ve already met me and survived Nadia.” He smiles crookedly, slipping his card into his wallet before folding it and placing it into his back pocket. “Sef is the only one Milo would probably want you to meet.”

			“I just—” God, I’m really about to say this. “I haven’t heard from him today and we—”

			Nik’s eyebrows practically hit his hairline. “He’s not blown you off, right?”

			“No,” I say confidently. “Well,” I add, less so. “Oh my god, this is a very inappropriate conversation to have with you right now,” I mumble, more so to myself as Nik reaches into his pocket, pulls out his phone, and puts it on speaker as a ringing tone begins. “Wait, no, is that—?” I’m interrupted by the sound of the call being picked up.

			“Mi, hey,” Nik says.

			I fight the urge to sink down to the floor and hide behind the desk.

			“Howdy, brother,” Milo returns in a silly, carefree tone. Tell the man he’s on speaker, please!

			“I’m finishing up at Welch’s,” Nik returns. “I met Prue.”

			Three torturously long seconds pass.

			“She’s something else, right?”

			“Yeah, sure. She’s also saying no to coming to ours for dinner.”

			“What?”

			“Sef sent me to invite her to dinner tonight, as a thank-you. Prue seems to think you wouldn’t want that. If I go back to my wife and—”

			“Wait, why would she think that?”

			He looks at me as if I’m supposed to answer. I will not.

			“I don’t know,” he answers. “You tell me.”

			“Well, what did she say?”

			“That you’ve blown her off.”

			My mouth opens on a soft gasp. I did not say that, I mouth to him.

			Silence follows, as I hear footsteps on gravel through the phone. “All right, I’ll fix it.”

			“So, she can come?” Nik asks.

			“Of course, I don’t care.”

			“You don’t care?” Nik says, chuckling. “Is that why Sef found about twelve sketches of her laid out on your bed this morning?” He turns his attention toward me, smiling as his younger brother so often does. But the flirtatious way Milo does it is nowhere to be found. This is more familial. Like when Mom would tease Dad and get me to join in.

			Milo sighs deeply. “I asked Sef to stop going in my room. Some privacy would be nice.”

			“Yeah, like any of us are going to tell Sef what she can or can’t do…”

			Twelve? I mouth to Nik, who nods with bulging, teasing eyes. I flash my eyes back at him, then suppress a giggle.

			“Sef said that the way they were laid out on your bed looked like the beginning of a Dateline episode. Is Prue safe? Should we alert local authorities?”

			“Why are you talking like that?” Milo asks.

			“Like what?” Nik replies, his smile growing.

			“Like you have an audience…”

			Nik says nothing but holds the phone out to me in an offering.

			“Twelve is a bit excessive,” I chime in.

			Five deliciously long seconds of silence pass as Nik and I both try not to break into laughter.

			“You little shit.”

			“See how quickly things can be resolved when we communicate?” Nik gloats.

			“Prue, if you can hear me, it wasn’t actually twelve—”

			“It was,” Nik says to me, while his brother continues to speak. “See you soon, Mi,” he says, interrupting Milo’s rambling, then hangs up. “So, dinner?” Nik asks me, slipping his phone into his pocket.

			I sigh, shaking my head as a smile overtakes my face. “Yes, sure, why not. Should I bring anything?”

			Nik picks up his groceries. Pointing to the bag in his hands, he says, “No, I think we’ve got it all covered.”

			I watch Nik exit just as I see Milo run across the parking lot, flipping off his brother as he runs toward the entrance with a handful of wildflowers in hand.

			He’s at the checkout desk before the bell over the door finishes ringing, and practically tosses the collection of daisies and weeds across the counter at me.

			“What else did that prick tell you?” he asks me, fighting to catch his breath.

			I look between Milo and the flowers with one raised brow. He looks good today. He’s wearing a baggy white T-shirt and black shorts that show off tattoos I’d yet to see on his knees and calves. I cannot help but wonder when I’ll get to see them all. And I also cannot help but wonder what story I’d have crafted for him if he’d just been a customer wandering through our shop’s aisles one afternoon. It probably would not have been one that involved me playing a leading role.

			“Oh, and,” he says, leaning on the counter as he gasps for air and points to the flowers, “happy birthday.”

			“Thank you.” I smile, shaking my head. “You shouldn’t have.”

			“Would you like to come over for dinner tonight?” Milo asks, his hesitant smile settling into place as he straightens to stand. “You can say no…. I don’t know the…parameters of an agreement like ours but you can come over as my friend and not my—”

			“I’ve already said yes,” I interrupt. “Did you run all the way here?” I ask, letting out a weary laugh at his expense. “You are really fighting for your life right now.”

			“Yes, I did. I regret it deeply.” He swallows. “And then…after dinner…” He stops to take in another breath. “We’ll talk? About this?” He points between us. I smirk, studying him curiously as his chest rises on another deep breath in, then he turns those dark eyes to mine. “What?” he asks me, growing both visibly nervous and excited by my fixed stare.

			“Twelve, huh?” I cross my arms in front of my chest. “When did those start?”

			He rolls his eyes, smiling up at the ceiling. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

			Oh, but it already has. “Twelve,” I repeat, smirking.

			He leans across the counter, smelling of sweat and that primal-urge scent only available to him. “Is that a yes to talking later? We need a plan before we can do anything”—his eyes dip down to my lips—“fun.”

			“It’s a yes.” For all of it.

		

	
		
			Fifteen

			Milo

			The dreadful feeling is back. Actually, feelings, plural. I fear that they’re multiplying.

			I’m sitting across a half-decimated dining table from Prue as she holds my newborn niece, Harper, in the crook of her arm and listens to Sef share her harrowing birth story. The oldest kids are having a movie night downstairs while Nik bathes the youngest two upstairs. Nadia sits to my left, picking slowly at the second helping Nik insisted she should eat. I guess I wasn’t the only one who thought she’d been looking a little too thin.

			And, throughout all the noise and chaos and chatter, my eyes are glued to Prue and that tiny baby in her arms.

			And I know something is deeply, deeply wrong with me because I keep wanting to interrupt their conversation and ask Prue if she wants a baby of her own someday. Or someday soon. Like, I don’t know, ten or so months from now.

			I’m sick in the fucking head. Prue is a liquid curse, rotting my brain to an unrecognizable state, and I keep coming back to drink as if I have a death wish.

			“Milo?” Sef says my name in a tone that would suggest it’s not the first time she’s said it. I peel my gaze away from the curl resting against Prue’s collarbone and find Sef’s expression, drenched in sardonic glee. “Hey, champ,” she says with a laugh. “Welcome back.”

			“What?” I blink back to focus, finding myself mirroring Sef’s grin. “Sorry, I was distracted.”

			“I was just saying that I have to go get Harp down for the night, but I’m sure you’d be willing to give Prue the tour of your room, yeah?”

			“Jesus,” Nadia mumbles into her cup of water.

			I nod, catching up. “Oh, uh, sure, yeah.” Because I stand so abruptly, my chair nearly falls backward before Nadia reaches out and catches it. I pick up my dishes, nearly dropping them all when Prue giggles.

			“Smooth,” Nadia whispers for my ears only.

			“Uh, shall we?” I say, finally allowing my attention to turn back to Prue.

			With a proud smile, she picks up her plate and begins following me toward the kitchen. The second we’re out of the dining room, Prue nudges me.

			“What is up with you?” she asks, wearing a grin so large it crinkles the corners of her eyes.

			She’s being cruel, as she has been for the past few hours. Because when she said she needed a few minutes to change before we left for dinner, she didn’t warn me the way a friend ought to about what she’d intended to wear. Normally modest, casual Prue is dressed like the sexiest librarian from any porno or teen flick you’d ever possibly imagine.

			Her short, short pleated skirt is an autumnal tartan pattern with brown tights underneath. On top, a sleeveless sweater vest exposes more of her chest than I’ve previously been witness to—solidifying V as my favorite letter of the alphabet.

			I haven’t been able to catch my fucking breath. I cannot stop imagining flipping up that little tease of a skirt and falling to my knees in front of her.

			“You know exactly what you’re doing,” I tell her, taking her dishes and loading them into the dishwasher with mine. “Wearing that.”

			She smirks wickedly, her eyes glancing up to the amber pendant lights hanging above the kitchen island. “At some point you’ll have to actually compliment me instead of continuing to insinuate my outfit was chosen to cause you harm.”

			I suppose it’s not the first time I’ve acted wounded by the sight of her this evening, and it will not be the last. I check over my shoulder to make sure no one is near, and then I slide my hand across her belly, pulling her to my front. “I’m going to need a fucking blindfold to focus on this conversation we’re supposed to have tonight.” I speak into her shoulder, then bury my mouth against the soft skin of her neck.

			She gasps softly, leaning her head to the side as my lips explore her neck.

			“And I”—she elbows me when I rut against her—“am going to need a spray bottle.” She steps away, reaching toward the dishes in the sink.

			I laugh. The sound turns ragged when I notice a small tear in the seam of the tights along her upper thigh, begging to be ripped open. “You are…” I say, biting my fist as she bends to place a bowl in the bottom rack of the dishwasher, and I see the faintest hint of the curves of her ass.

			“What?” She grabs the last two items from the sink and places them inside the dishwasher.

			I adjust myself inside of my shorts before she stands back up. “Here’s an idea,” I say brightly. “You can borrow some of my clothes.”

			She turns over her shoulder, narrowing her eyes at me while still wearing that perfect little smirk. “Your clothes won’t fit me.”

			“Exactly.”

			“As the more”—her eyes roll downward between us, then back to my face—“experienced one of the two of us, you sure are acting like a virgin this evening.”

			I chuckle slyly. “Experienced, huh? That might be the nicest way anyone’s ever called me a slut,” I say, shutting the dishwasher and leaning my hip onto the counter.

			Prue matches me, leaning against the counter on the other side of the dishwasher. I steal a glance at her tits, the perfect handfuls they are, and the cleavage between them where I want to bury my tongue and teeth.

			“Well, if the mustache fits…” she teases.

			I slide my finger and thumb over the ’stache, waggling my brows as she giggles softly. “Oh, yeah? This does it for you, Killer?”

			“Oh, yeah…” she says sarcastically, checking behind me before looping her arms around my shoulders. “I would watch Magnum, P.I. reruns whenever I was home sick from school. Selleck basically invented sex for me.”

			“Good to know,” I say, leaning down to kiss her. The moment our lips connect, the plan to be gentlemanly is abandoned. Delicacy and decency go out the window when she swipes her tongue across my upper lip, and then pulls me in deeper for more. She takes my tongue into her mouth with a breathy gasp and a tug on the back of my head. I groan, taking hold of her neck as I lick the inside of her mouth. I’m about ten seconds away from taking her to my room and asking to bury my face between her legs when a well-timed cough sounds from behind my back.

			“Don’t mind me,” Nik says, waltzing into the kitchen. “Just needed this,” he says, picking up a baby bottle and shaking it at us both. Prue steps back, covering her face in her hands before studying the cupboard’s wood grain intently. “Milo, as a reminder, there are three children outside of your bedroom door right now watching a movie. And they certainly do not need a sex-ed lesson from their least-favorite uncle.”

			“I’m their only uncle!” I shout after him as he exits the kitchen, instinctively stepping closer to Prue, who buries her face into my biceps, concealing her laugh. “And those kids do need sex-ed lessons,” I mumble. “Nik never got one, clearly, that’s why there’s so many of them.” She laughs harder, shaking against me. “I’m glad you find this so funny,” I tease her, pressing a kiss against the top of her head.

			“I’ve never been busted before!” she whispers. “I feel like a teenager!”

			“Let’s get out of here,” I say, tipping her head back with my fingers in her hair. “We need to talk.”

			“But what about my tour of your room?” She pouts disingenuously. I know what she wants. She wants to see the drawings, which I haven’t had time to hide yet, laid out on my bed.

			“Over my dead body.”

			“Milo…” She pouts again, twisting in my hold. “C’mon, give me the tour.”

			“You’ve seen the kitchen,” I say, gesturing around, before leaning in close. “Which, most would agree, is the heart of the home. So, I think that’s enough for today.”

			“What if I take one quick peek in your room and then—”

			I shut her up with a kiss, swift and sweet. “No, nosy.”

			Her lips curl into a smile as she blinks up at me. “Fine,” she says. “Then you don’t get to read any of the poems I’ve written about you.”

			My eyebrows rise on a disbelieving laugh. “You’re bluffing. This is a negotiation tactic.”

			“No, that’s what this was,” she says, lifting her skirt on either side of her hips as she walks away from me toward the front door.

			“So, you admit it!” I shout after her, adjusting my shorts once again before I follow Prue down the hall.

			Prue slips on her jacket as I put on my shoes, yelling her thank-yous and goodbyes in the direction of my siblings before we step out onto their porch, and I’m instantly reminded how quiet it is outside of Nik’s four walls.

			We walk to Prue’s car in moonlit silence, accompanied by the crickets, the breeze through the long grass, and an owl who seems to have found a home nearby.

			“This is yours, right?” she says, lifting the hand I’ve already wrapped in mine to point toward Bertha.

			“Yes, isn’t she magnificent?”

			“She, huh?”

			“Bertha,” I answer. “Want me to make introductions?”

			“Why do I feel like this is more important to you than meeting your family?”

			“Because you’ve got good instincts,” I say, leaning onto Bertha’s bumper. “Bertha, honey, this is Prue.”

			She looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Does she usually talk back?”

			“Only if she likes you.”

			“Hi, Bertha,” she says, tapping a bumper sticker that reads My Child Is Failing Elementary School. “I like your accoutrements,” she says alongside a giggle.

			“Yeah?” I say, moving to circle behind her. I move the hair off her shoulder and slot myself into the space it’d occupied. “Which is your favorite?”

			She hums thoughtfully, admiring the view of my beloved van’s bumper. “Hmm…I think that one,” she says, pointing. “Chicken Pot Pie: My favorite three things,” she reads. “Or…gosh there are so many good ones.” I press my smile into her shoulder. She giggles again, rocking in my hold. “But I like that one too,” she says, reaching out to touch the very first sticker I ever got.

			Drive Safe, Somebody Loves You.

			“Ah, boring,” I say, trying to push back even more of those pesky feelings I can’t seem to shake in her presence.

			“There’s a story behind that one, isn’t there?” she says, turning in my arms to look up at me.

			I think about telling her, I do. Truly, it’s not even that deep of a story. I just can’t help but get emotional when I think of Nadia, so much younger and so angry with me, handing it to me as I walked out of my parents’ home for the last time.

			So, I do the next best thing that comes to mind. I mime taking a pin out from behind her ear and sticking it into that imaginary corkboard we’ve invented for us to share.

			“Got it,” she replies.

			I nod, walking her to the driver’s-side door of her truck. “Another time.”

			“Are you driving?” she asks, one brow arched higher than the other.

			“Killer, I’m being gentlemanly,” I say, opening her door and holding out a hand, inviting her to climb in. She blushes, as if that is the flirtiest exchange we’ve shared in the past few hours, and I close the door for her once she’s settled in her seat.

			The two-minute drive back to her house is quiet, as Joni Mitchell softly serenades us from the cassette player.

			Once we’re back at Welch’s parking lot, I follow her lead, unsure of where she’s imagined this conversation of ours taking place. Walking around the property, she reaches for my hand in the dark, and I hold on to her tightly as we make our way toward the dim light above the A-frame’s door.

			She reaches into her purse for keys as I admire the collection of bugs circling the porch light. Then, we’re in.

			I immediately find myself looking at Mrs. Welch’s latest work in progress across the studio.

			“You can go take a look, if you like,” she tells me, sliding off her shoes. “I’m just going to use the washroom.”

			She disappears from view as I make my way over to the canvas, which is layered in shades of blue and seafoam and white and begging to be touched. I admire the painting for minutes before I notice the acrylic paints on the nearby shelf are missing their caps and get to fixing them.

			“These are going to dry up,” I tell Prue as she comes back in, her hair now clipped up in a bun. “If you let her leave them out like this…”

			“Well, that’s what you’re here for, right?” she says, circling her hands around my waist. It’s strange, how comfortable we are touching after such little time. But it’s an undeniable reality.

			“Nope,” I say, twisting in her hold to stand face-to-face. “I’m off the clock right now.” I place one hand on her shoulder, and the other against the nape of her neck. “I’m here for totally different reasons.”

			“Ah,” she says, grinning up at me. “And what might those reasons be?”

			The next words out of my mouth are a desperate plea as I lift my finger up off her neck and brush the back of it against her curls. “You tell me.”

			She nods, stepping back as my arm extends, attempting to keep her in my grasp. “I made a list,” she says, walking me with an invisible leash toward the loft stairs.

			“What kind of list?” I finally respond, after being momentarily stunned into silence by the glimpses under her skirt I received while walking behind her on the stairs.

			It’s cozy up here, in her little nest above the studio below. The walls are lined with pages from old books, memories, and twinkling fairy lights that cast her four-poster bed in a warm, inviting glow.

			As if Prudence Welch’s bedroom had to be more inviting than it already was in my mind.

			“I’ll show you.” She gets into bed above her covers, shimmying up to lean her back against the headboard as she reaches to her bedside table for a notebook underneath a stack of many, many others.

			“You seem to make a lot of lists,” I say, pointing to the stack as I fall next to her, lying down on my side.

			“Poems, I told you.”

			“Oh, that was…You were serious?”

			“Yes.” She eyes me skeptically. “Do I not…Do I not seem like…You know what, never mind.”

			“I want to read them,” I tell her.

			With a mischievous expression, she plucks a pin out of the notebook in her lap and pins it to our imaginary corkboard once again.

			“Fine,” I say, rolling onto my back and dropping my arms to my sides.

			“Here,” she says, holding the notebook out to me in offering. “That’s the list,” she says as I take it and lift it above my head to read it. “It’s not…in any particular order.”

			Prue’s No-Longer-a-Prude To-Do List:

			
				1) Give a blow job.

				2) Have sex in missionary.

				3) Have sex when I’m on top.

				4) Orgasm without using my own fingers.

				5) Have sex in a car.

				6) Be tied up or blindfolded…maybe?

				7) Receive oral sex. (If the other participant is willing, of course.)

			

			“This is good.” I nod, then turn my head to see her. She’s got her fingernail between her teeth, studying my reaction. “Does having a list make you feel”—I take a deep breath, trying to find the right words when I so often don’t—“more confident?”

			“I guess?” she says, her eyes looking up to the ceiling as she scrunches up her features. “I, um, I don’t have the best relationship with trying new things. I like to be good at everything the first time and I can get frustrated if…Well, if I’m not. I thought having a list of things I can check off would make me feel like I’m accomplishing something even if I’m terrible at it.”

			I sit up, leaning onto my elbows as I drop the notebook onto the mattress between us. I take a moment, choosing my next words carefully as Prue seems to squirm following her admission—looking everywhere but my face.

			“Hey.” I get her eyes on me. “You cannot be terrible at sex, that’s a myth. Humans are intrinsically designed to enjoy physical intimacy. If the sex is bad, it is almost always the fault of all the participants, equally. Most likely, if someone wasn’t having fun, it’s because there’s a communication issue. We,” I pause, gesturing between us, “will not have that issue,” I say, nodding, so she does the same. “I promise.”

			“No?” she asks softly, tilting her head.

			“No. You and I are going to communicate. We are going to tell each other what feels good, and what doesn’t, and how hard or how soft or to the left or to the right until we’re both writhing, pleading, and fucking lost in it. Your only job in this, the only thing you have to do, is to tell me what feels good.”

			Her bottom lip flicks out, now free from her teeth. “I-I just…I haven’t done anything but kissing before and, yeah, the other night with you…was the…most I’ve done. And it’d been awhile too…”

			“I’d never have guessed you were out of practice.” I wink at her, smiling. “And this list is a good starting place. If you feel like you need to check off boxes—we will.”

			“I think…” She sighs, then swallows. Her eyes shut as she appears to chastise herself.

			“Tell me.”

			“I think, also, it will help me not get…not feel…” She looks at me with a hopeful expression, as if I’ll finish her sentences for her. I won’t; she needs to do this herself.

			“Use your words, Killer.”

			She blushes before shaking herself. She runs both hands over her head and holds the back of her neck. “I think having a list makes me worry less about us developing feelings for each other. It feels more structured, practical, in a way.”

			“Understood,” I say, feeling my nostrils flare with the effort it takes to form a smile.

			“You don’t do anything but casual,” she reminds me, her face curious as her eyes dance across my features. “I want to respect that boundary and, also, protect myself.”

			I chuckle dryly. “You don’t have to worry about falling in love with me, Prudence. No one ever has.”

			“Doubtful,” she says, too quickly for my heart not to take notice.

			I shake my head, pouting. “Nah, I think I’m immune to it.”

			A thousand words pass between Prue and me as neither of us speaks. We stare again, for what could be minutes if time existed in such a moment. Emotions run between us, settling into our expressions as if conversation accompanies them. Eyes turn accusing, then understanding. Mouths contort into frowns, then turn to half-lifted smiles. Our breathing syncs, chests lifting and lowering in tandem. It’s too much and yet somehow not enough either.

			“We’ll be fine,” I tell her, breaking the heavy silence.

			It’s terrifying and exhilarating all at once, to be seen by her.

			“We’ll be fine,” she agrees, her lips falling open on a jagged breath.

			I go to my knees on the center of the bed at the exact same moment Prue does too. In one quick movement, before our lips have even touched, she lifts her arms above her head and I tug off her sweater.

			“You tell me at any point if you need me to stop, okay? And I will. I will stop,” I promise, diving at her tits with my mouth. Her nipples pucker through the thin, soft lace of her white bra and I immediately clasp my lips around one and flick my tongue over it.

			“Oh,” she moans, arching so I can take more of her into my mouth. “Fuck,” she whispers, gripping my hair.

			I wrap both of my arms around her back and lift her until I can lay her flat down onto the mattress. Once on top of her I make quick work of slotting my hips between her thighs, not taking my mouth or tongue off her for a single second.

			Prue gasps when I slip the strap of her bra off her left shoulder and tug the fabric down so my mouth can find uncovered flesh and skin. Prue’s tits are perfect and begging to be worshipped—covered in goosebumps that I lick as if reading braille with my tongue. If I had to translate, it would read an awful lot like the illicit moans flowing through Prue’s lips.

			Running my hand up her rib cage, I tighten my grip around her breast, squeezing it to a narrow peak that I can fit inside of my mouth. I’ve always liked breasts, don’t get me wrong, but I’ve never had damn-near cannibalistic desires before—wishing I could dislocate my jaw like a fucking snake to take it whole.

			“Can you…” Prue says, grasping the fabric of my T-shirt at my shoulders. “Can I take this off?” She tightens her grip of my shirt, pulling to no avail.

			I was taught not to speak with my mouth full, so I grunt instead, moving to bite the underside of her breast before bringing my attention back to her nipple. I tug it between my teeth as I stare up at her, watching her eyes roll back as she shudders out a long, quaking breath.

			I’m oh so pleased to learn that my Killer likes her tits being played with.

			“Milo,” she whines. I tilt my hips against her in response, rewarding us both. “I want…”

			“What do you want?” I ask, removing the other strap and pulling both of her tits free from their evil, lacy cage. “I’ll give it to you.”

			“Your shirt off, my clothes off, all of it.”

			I lift off of her and remove my shirt with one hand between my shoulder blades. The fastest way I know, so I can return to my mouth on her skin. Her hands are not shy as they skate against my chest, shoulders, and every inch of bare skin she can reach.

			I kiss down her ribs as my hands make quick work of finding the skirt’s zipper on her hip. I fight with it, circling my tongue around a red strawberry birthmark on her belly.

			“The zipper’s not…” I say, then grunt. “It’s stuck.”

			“Just rip it,” Prue says, sitting up to grab hold of my hair, using it as a leash to pull my mouth back to her tits.

			“Fuck, Killer, are you sure?” I ask before pulling the soft skin next to her nipple into my mouth, intending to leave a mark to match the one she was born with. “I like this one,” I say, gripping the fabric at her hip in my fist.

			“Okay, no, just—” She sits up, then, rudely, stands up next to the bed. The sight of her is destabilizing. All five-foot-nothing of her half naked and disheveled with her bra around her rib cage and my teeth marks all over her skin. Pink and flushed in all the right places and fighting with the skirt’s zipper as her hair cascades over her shoulder and flirts with the skin of the back I’ve yet to meet with my lips.

			Fuck. I want to eat her alive.

			“Please hurry,” I say, making no effort to hide my desperation.

			She glances at me sideways, smiling as she shimmies out of the skirt then kicks it across her bedroom floor. “And these?” she asks, running her thumbs along the hem of her brown tights. “On or off?”

			I nearly trip while making my way off the bed and over to her. Dropping to my knees at her feet, I look up at her as she tucks unruly curls behind her ears. “May I?” I ask, running my hands up the sides of her thighs.

			“Yes,” she whispers, her thumbnail lodged between her teeth.

			Looking up at her for permission, I bring my mouth to her stomach, pressing kisses from one hip to the other as my fingers hook over the tights and begin pulling them down, down, down all the way to the floor. Helping her step out of them, I support one ankle and then the other before balling the tights up and tossing them toward her skirt.

			Her underwear is black cotton, nothing fancy but completely, entirely, maddeningly hers.

			“God, you’re gorgeous,” I tell her, running my hands up the backs of her legs toward the curve of her ass. “You’re so goddamn beautiful, Prue. Every single inch of you.”

			She clears her throat, makes a vague sound of acknowledgment, and then attempts to walk away back toward the bed.

			“No, no,” I say, holding tightly onto the flesh of her thighs. “Stay here with me.”

			She reaches behind her back and unclasps her bra before letting it drop onto the top of my head. “Whoops,” she says, her smile audible.

			I take it in my fist, then tease the backs of her thighs with the lace as I press my nose to her hip and breathe her in. “Can I?” I ask. “Can I take these off?”

			I look up to see her, pressing my chin into the cotton fabric stretching across her belly. She nods shyly, before placing a hand in my hair and gripping tightly.

			“If you want to,” she whispers.

			“Do you want me to?” I ask.

			She nods again.

			“Let me hear you, Prue.”

			“Can we lie down?” she asks. “I’m feeling a little dizzy.”

			“Yeah, of course,” I say, moving to stand. I wrap her in my arms, pressing my bare chest to hers for the first time. I lift her in our hug, then lay her down on the mattress. I stand over her, watching her chest rise and fall with labored breath. “Do you need a minute?” I sit on the edge of the bed, next to her.

			“I don’t want to…” She rubs her lips together. “I don’t want to be more naked than you.”

			I nod, immediately moving to stand as I reach for my shorts, then pause, putting my hands on a time-out by crossing my arms in front of my chest. “Do you want me to be more naked?”

			“Yes,” she says, hungry eyes finding mine as her tongue darts out past her lips. “Yes, I do.”

		

	
		
			Sixteen

			Prue

			That thing will not fit inside of me. Suddenly I’m wondering if Milo’s body count is just that—the bodies of those he has left indisposed with his penis. “No way,” I say, shaking my head. “Milo, that’s—”

			“Gorgeous, I know.” He smiles wickedly, twisting his hips side to side before he reaches down to remove his socks. “I try not to let it go to my head,” he says, pulling one sock off as he hops next to the side of my bed. After tossing it aside, he stands still, legs apart and hands on his hips as if to give me the chance to take all of him in.

			It would be arrogant if it wasn’t, also, deeply appreciated. His left leg has far more tattoos than the right, which still has its fair share. His left thigh is covered in a traditional Japanese-style dragon, the body wrapping around the back. Both of his knees have spiderwebs on them, just like his elbows, and almost any available skin on his left leg has been covered in what seems to be a mismatched collection of memories in all sorts of styles of art.

			“I will say, I’ve never had this response to standing naked in front of anyone before,” Milo says, eyes narrowed on me. “Is this”—he gestures to my expression with a flat palm—“positive?”

			“I’m curious,” I tell him.

			He falls onto the bed next to me, bouncing the mattress. “I’ll tell you whatever you’d like,” he says, pressing a kiss to my shoulder. “You can touch too, like I’m a cadaver or some shit, if that would make you feel better.”

			“I don’t think I’m ready to…approach…just yet,” I say, my eyes held on his penis. “It’s intimidating.”

			“I can put my clothes back on, if you’d like me to. But just because they’re off doesn’t mean there are any expectations to approach, Killer.” He pauses, brushing his fingers over my arm. “Though, depending on how you want me, he may get involved. I can’t stop him from touching you if the rest of me is close by and unclothed. Is that okay?”

			I giggle, covering my eyes. “Yes, now please stop talking about your penis like a separate entity.”

			“Fine,” he says, teeth bared against my upper arm. “Now can I get back to what I was doing?” Milo’s hand reaches across my stomach and falls into the curve of my waist, then he pulls me closer to him as he dips his head down to find my breast. When he swirls his tongue around my nipple, I instantly become pliant in his hold, losing myself to his skillful touch. I didn’t know I would like this part of it so much. I truly feel as if I could come solely from him playing with my tits.

			“I love that,” I tell him, massaging his scalp with my fingernails. “You’re so good at it.”

			“Mmm,” he says, licking the hollow space between my breasts before lifting himself over me. I spread my legs, making room for him to press his knees against the mattress. “That’s because I love it too,” he says, sucking my skin into his mouth again.

			My back arches as he bites, catching me off guard with a searing, sharp, delicious pain.

			“Still with me?” he asks as I hiss in response.

			“Definitely,” I reply, twisting both hands into his hair. “How long can we do just this for?”

			“I’m in no rush,” he says, before a soft, broken laugh. “No rush at all…”

			“But what should I expect?” I ask, my throat tightening as I watch Milo pucker his lips and blow cold air across my wet skin. “Like, should I be ushering things along or is that your job?”

			“You can tell me when you’re done.”

			“But how will I know?”

			“When it feels right. When you feel satisfied. There’s no right or wrong here.” He looks up at me through heavy brows, my nipple between his teeth before he buries that smirk against my skin. “What do you feel right now? Do you want more? Less? A change?”

			“I know I don’t want—” I gasp as he moves to my other breast, licking before blowing cold air again. “I don’t want this to stop.” I hook my legs around his back, wanting him closer all over. “But I want more too.”

			“Describe this more to me,” he says, circling his tongue as his hand plays with my other breast. “Does it feel like wanting to be filled? Or wanting to be touched elsewhere? Wanting more weight on top of you? Wanting to come? Or be teased?”

			I swallow, feeling my tongue swell inside of my mouth. “I—” I rock my hips against him. “I, I’m not sure.”

			“I think you are.”

			“I want…” I hold the back of his head tightly, pressing him to my breast, as my other hand reaches for his and interlocks our fingers. “This…” I say, pushing his hand down my stomach.

			“My fingers on your clit?” he asks me, smirking against my skin. “Or”—he moves his mouth to the side of my breast, softly biting—“inside of you?”

			“I’ve never put, um, I’ve only ever played with my clit. I haven’t ever had anything, uh, inside….”

			“Okay, that’s fine.” He kisses me. “Do you want me to try it or just learn what you already like?”

			“I guess, um…” I answer, shakily, as Milo’s hand frees from mine and he moves to cup my vagina in his palm. “Fuck,” I whimper as he runs one finger up the center against my underwear.

			“How about this…I’ll start here,” he says, pressing two bent knuckles above my clit and moving in a soft, slow circle. “If you want to take your panties off, you let me know.”

			My grip tightens on his head when he continues to work his tongue against me, now accompanied by that increasingly intense pressure between my legs. “Yeah, okay,” I say, breathless. A throaty moan falls out of me when he presses his knuckles together, pinching my clit between them. “Wow…That’s…nice.”

			“We can do a whole lot fucking better than nice, Killer,” Milo says, before biting down on my nipple once again. “I want a lot more than nice,” he mumbles, my nipple between his teeth.

			“No, no, it’s good,” I tell him, my hips writhing as that more sensation comes beckoning once again. “Too good…”

			“On or off, Killer?” he says, running the tip of his thumb underneath the seam of my underwear as he licks across my chest to split his attention equally between my tits. “You want more?”

			“Yeah,” I tell him, “and I want you to kiss me while you do it.”

			“I’m already doing that,” he teases, pressing lulling, tender kisses to the underside of my breast.

			“No,” I say, continuing to writhe against him. “Kiss me on my mouth, and take off my underwear,” I say, digging my heels into the mattress as the need for more fights to take over.

			“There she is,” Milo says, lifting off me to go to his knees between my legs. “There’s my bossy girl. I was hoping she’d be here soon.”

			“Shut up,” I whisper, then lift off the pillow to see him. Immediately, I’m hit with it. His beauty, unmatched by anyone or anything I’ve ever seen. He’s so gorgeous it creates an ache in my chest and in the pit of my stomach. I want to take a photo of him, in my bed. Just so, one day, I can point to it and say look who was here.

			“Remember whatever thought is causing that look on your face when I ask you to keep your eyes on me later,” Milo says, lifting my legs and pushing them closed next to his hip as his knees move to press into my ass. He runs sturdy hands all over my thighs while bending himself over them. I fold in half, my knees to the left side of my chest, as his lips come close to mine. “Think about how much you like looking at me, when your eyes are fighting to stay open,” he whispers before pressing his lips against mine.

			I moan into his mouth, then gasp as his teeth press into my bottom lip and twist as he changes the angle of our kiss. “Fuck, your little sounds, Prue,” he whispers, before sliding his tongue against mine. “They’re so…nice.”

			He works me up to the point of madness with his kisses and teasing remarks and wandering hands. I begin writhing underneath him, entirely trapped in this position and unable to rub my thighs together or build friction the way I so desperately need it.

			“Please,” I beg, between heady kisses. “Please, I need more,” I whisper.

			“You’ve got it,” he tells me, brushing his lips against mine. “All you had to do was ask, beautiful,” he says, kissing me deeply before sitting up and placing his hands on my hips. His fingers hook into my underwear, and I nod for him as he hesitates, his eyes finding mine for permission.

			Then, he slides them all the way down my legs until they’re nothing but bunched-up black fabric in his fist. I expect him to toss them across the room toward the rest of our clothes, but he doesn’t. Instead, he brings them to his nose and inhales loudly, as if exaggerating to make me laugh.

			I can’t help but giggle, shocked and turned on but, mostly, surprised as he breathes them in again.

			“You can laugh all you want,” he says, pushing my legs apart so I’m bared to him, “but the only reason these aren’t about to become my fucking chew toy is because you asked me to kiss you when I touch you.” He presses his hand against my lower belly, his thumb hovering over top of my clit as his eyes hold on the view between my legs. “Jesus, you’re so wet already.” He swallows, his lips forming a frown. “Fuck, Prue, can I have a quick taste?” Pathetic eyes flick up to mine briefly before returning to where his thumb rests. “Just one taste…If you don’t like it, I’ll stop.”

			“Will I…” I gasp as his thumb presses down, the featherlight touch pinning me to the bed. “Will I like it?”

			His face tilts up, a devilish smirk soliciting all sorts of unholy thoughts. “You will love it, Prue. Fuck, if you’re half as responsive as you are when my mouth is on your tits, I think it’ll become your new favorite thing.”

			“And if…”

			“Tap my head twice and I’ll stop.” He licks his lips. “And, we never have to try it again, if that’s what you want.”

			“I can’t just tell you?” I ask. “Why do I have to tap you?”

			“Because I’m hoping,” he says, nibbling at the side of my knee, “your thighs will be covering my ears.”

			With a deep breath in, and one last glance at that desperate plea in his eyes, I nod. “Okay, yeah.”

			“Toss me that pillow,” he says, pointing to the pink throw pillow next to my shoulder. I do as told, holding it out to him. He immediately sits up, lifts my hips up off the bed, then places the rectangular pillow underneath my lower back.

			“Relax for me, Prue,” he says, hands gripping my thighs and massaging as he drops his head between them. “Good,” he tells me when I let them fall. I relax against the pillows behind my shoulders but lift my neck so I can see him press kisses against my inner thigh. It’s driving me mad.

			“I’m ready,” I tell him, when he starts to kiss his way back up toward my knee. “You don’t have to keep—”

			“Thank you for telling me.” Milo, once again, buries a smile against my skin. “I’m proud of you for saying what you want.” His tongue follows his lazy, slow, tortuous path back to the crease where my thigh meets my vulva. He bites into the flesh there, darkened eyes flicking up to my face. Then, after one last glance, he places his tongue where no one else ever has.

			“Holy—” I say, fisting the duvet underneath me as my body fights not to convulse.

			He releases my clit from between his lips with a wet pop, smirking as he tilts up to speak. “Easy, Killer. I’m just getting started.”

			Every nerve ending, every fucking cell in my body, is reacting to his touch. The scrape of his facial hair, the feel of his nose pressing into me, the sensation of his lips on such delicate, soft, sensitive skin, and the flick of his tongue. The way his throaty, deep laugh vibrates against me when I begin hiccupping with uncontrollable pleasure.

			“Fuck!” I squeak out, squeezing his head between my thighs. I see what he meant about not being able to hear now, I’ll be surprised if I’m not bruising him.

			Milo grabs hold of my legs, just below my knees, and forces them apart, before coming up for a breath. “Need me to stop?”

			“No!”

			He chuckles, sliding one finger down my slit to rest at my entrance. “Can I?” He applies a small amount of pressure, eyes held on mine and awaiting consent. His mustache is reflecting light, now wet. It’s me, on him. It’s lewd and indecent and by far the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. And to top it all off, he keeps licking his upper lip as if he can’t resist getting another taste.

			“Yes,” I say, near whining. “But your—”

			“My mouth too, I know.” He licks his smiling lips, his chest rising on a deep breath. “Greedy girl.”

			“Am I?” I ask, panting and breathless but weary all the same. “Should I not—”

			“You’re being perfect,” he says, tilting forward so his eyes can stare into mine. “You’re doing so well for me.” He slides his finger into me, up to the first knuckle. “More?” he asks, and I nod eagerly. I watch him study my expression carefully as he moves deeper into me, curving his fingertip to lay flat against my inner wall.

			Once his finger is fully inside, I feel myself flex around him as I adjust to the feeling.

			He moans, his dark eyes rolling to the back of his head. “Fuck, Prue, you’re so goddamn tight.”

			I lift onto my elbows, sitting up so I can have a better view. “And is that…is that a good thing?”

			“Yes, Prue. I’m imagining—” He stops himself, biting his lip. “Can I tell you?”

			I nod desperately.

			“I’m imagining how good it’s going to feel to have my cock in here instead.” He flicks his finger, tapping against me and sending a flash of lightning up my spine. “The way you’re squeezing my finger is letting me know how much fun it’ll be to get you ready to take all of me.” He drops down, folding his tongue around my clit as he continues to tap against my inner wall. “Fuck, I cannot wait for that,” he whispers against me, his breaths unsteady.

			“Whoa.” I shudder, falling flat against the pillows. “Whoa, whoa, wh—”

			Milo lifts away slightly. “Too much?”

			“No! I mean, yes, but keep going,” I say, straining as I try to keep my body relaxed under him.

			“Good girl, fight through it,” he praises against my needy flesh. “Are you ready?”

			I answer by digging the heel of my foot into the space between his shoulder blades. He laughs again, soliciting another gasp and moan from me as it reverberates over sensitive skin. Then, his tongue begins flicking at a new, rapid pace over my clit. A speed and pattern I’ve tried to achieve with my fingers but couldn’t quite get right.

			I shriek, arching off the bed, as I grow lightheaded and explode like a crossette firework against a night sky—breaking into dozens of pieces, all equally burning bright and falling apart around him. A high-pitched series of breathless moans fall out of me as Milo hooks his arms over my belly and keeps me pinned to the mattress. I orgasm in a way I’d never imagined possible, feeling my whole body give way to a sensation I’d always thought was a tame, enjoyable, nice experience before now.

			And when I come to, when the sensation cools to a dull, aching reminder, Milo is still between my legs, his fingertips digging into my thighs as he licks me from entrance to clit over and over as if trying to clean up any evidence of such a life-altering event.

			“Milo,” I say, lifting my forearm from my eyes so I can blink back to focus. Milo mumbles against me, his soothing, warm tongue pressing into my sensitive entrance. “That was…”

			“Nice?” he asks, one brow rising as he tilts up to face me.

			“Something like that,” I say, giggling as I fight against the desire to cover my face and hide from the giddy, gloating expression he’s wearing. “I think my heart is going to explode,” I say, placing a hand on my chest. “Is it supposed to feel like that?”

			Milo climbs up the bed then collapses on his back next to me, his arms underneath his head. “Now I hate to say I told you so…but…”

			“You were right,” I reward him, my eyes dipping down his body and holding on to the tattoo on his right hip. “It’s definitely my new favorite thing.” My voice is vacant and far away as I read the tattoo once again, to be sure.

			Milo chuckles, moving one hand from under his head to brush the hair next to my ear. “Good, because it’s mine too. I couldn’t help but fuck myself against the mattress when you started making all those nasty, filthy noises. Jesus, Prue, you sounded—”

			“Milo,” I interrupt, reading the tattoo again. I sit up, wrapping myself in the knitted blanket that had been tossed against my headboard. I place two fingers on the script, underlining the tattoo as my mind swirls and spins and tries to come up with a reason.

			“Uh, yeah?”

			On his hip, Milo has the words go, question, and find, which I could consider coincidence—it’s not an impossibility that those words have been written elsewhere—until I notice the tattoo is written in my handwriting. “Milo, how…Why do you have this?”

			“Is something—” Milo’s voice slows to a complete stop. “Oh, that one? I mean, I told you your mom was important to me.” I turn my face to his, and he’s staring back at me, his head tilted with a half-lifted smirk. “You seem upset. I don’t—”

			“This is…” I crawl off of the bed before further cocooning myself in the blanket. No, this is fucking weird. “Where did you see this? How did you…?”

			Milo’s eyes narrow on me as I pace in small circles. “It was in a poem Mrs. Welch kept in a frame on her desk. I took a photo of it, showed it to the tattoo artist…Why? What am I missing here?”

			I cover my crazed laugh, realization washing over me.

			“What is happening?” He laughs too, nervously, sitting up against my headboard. “Prue, is something—”

			“I wrote that,” I say, pointing to his hip. “I wrote that poem. That is my handwriting.”

			He rolls his eyes. “No, it’s not.”

			“Yes, it is.” I pick up the blanket from where it has started to slip down my chest.

			Milo’s smirk grows lopsided, with a keen set of eyes held on me. “Don’t fuck with me.”

			“I am not fucking with you! Look!” I say, walking over to my collection of notebooks. I take one off the top and throw it at him. “See! Same handwriting,” I say as he flips through the first few pages.

			“I thought…” he says, eyes widening as he closes the notebook in his hand. “I thought it was like…some random art print or something.”

			“And you got it tattooed on your body? Forever?”

			“I was eighteen! I—” He stops, looking at me. “I wanted to remember Mrs. Welch and I liked the phrase and…”

			“Milo, I’m going to ask you this once.” I still, crossing my arms as I fight off a wide grin. “Did you want to fuck my mother?” A laugh breaks free, but I suppress it between two tightly pressed-together lips.

			“Oh my god!” he shouts, horrified. “No!” He shakes his head with a deep belly laugh. “No, I—You sick fuck, no!”

			“Okay, well, I’m glad we cleared that up.”

			“She just, she was like a…mom to me, at the time. I didn’t—” He throws his head back. “You wrote this? You’re sure?”

			“Yes, I’m sure,” I say, grabbing one of the many postcards off the wall and tossing it at him. “See?”

			I had written the poem on the back of a postcard my aunt Lucy sent me from Normandy. She wouldn’t send them the traditional way, but rather a dozen at a time in a large envelope so I could mail them back to her with poems for her to read. My mother insisted on keeping this one for herself, and I let her.

			“You have this now?” he says, flipping it over to reveal the blank side that has my writing on it. “Wow, yeah…there it is….”

			“When Mom retired early, Dad went to clear out her things. He left it in this massive pile of stuff on the studio floor and I took it to hide away up here. I didn’t know she’d had it on her desk.”

			“You didn’t ever see it?”

			“No, I didn’t go to Lakeview.”

			“Well, I guess that’s why Nadia didn’t recognize you either,” he mumbles, flipping the postcard over in his hand.

			“You asked her about me?”

			His eyes briefly look up to find mine, teasing. “Shut up.”

			“You talk about me, draw me, have a tattoo on your body written by me…Milo, you’re obsessed!”

			He shakes his head, smiling, flipping the postcard over another time. “The world requires so little of you, my mother tells me,” he reads. “These expectations are all in your head. Go, question, and find what you require of yourself. That is all you owe…. P. W.”

			“That’s me…” I whisper. “P. W.” I say, shyly.

			He chuckles, disbelieving eyes meeting mine. “That’s you.”

			“Milo, you have one of my poems on your body.” I cover my lips, trying not to laugh. “That is…strange, right?”

			“Okay, and? You have one of my paintings on your wall.”

			I stop, my chin jutting out toward him. “What?”

			“The shitty blue dot canvas by the door. That’s mine.”

			“No…” I shake my head, sitting on the mattress next to his feet. “Really?”

			“Yeah.” He fights back a smirk unsuccessfully. “Your mom kept it for some reason…. All these years. And you walk past it every day.”

			I blink toward the edge of the loft, as if I could see the painting below. “This is all a bit too…”

			“Connected,” Milo finishes for me.

			“Yeah,” I say, wincing as we both begin laughing uneasily.

			“Oh my god, look at it!” I say, pointing at his hip again. “My handwriting is on your hip!” He reaches across the bed and covers up the tattoo with a pillow. “Ew, no! Don’t rub your penis on my pillow!”

			“Then stop ogling me!”

			I scoff. “You first!”

			He wraps his arm around the front of my shoulders, and pulls me back onto the bed, wrestling me underneath him as I squirm. I still when he kisses me, slow and lazy.

			“Is this too weird for you?” he asks. “All this…coincidence?” He lowers his forehead to mine.

			I sigh, thinking it over as I brush a strand of his hair. “Honestly? Not really…” It should feel strange, right? Why doesn’t it? “I mean, small towns, am I right?”

			“Yeah, you probably have a tattoo hidden somewhere linked to Clyde or Doreen, right?”

			“Most likely,” I agree, leaning up to press a kiss to his lips. “Is it too weird for you?”

			“No,” he answers definitively. “Actually…” He smiles, shaking himself. “Y’know what? Never mind.”

			“Oh, come on,” I whisper, brushing my hand over his hair again, then holding on to the back of his neck. “You have to tell me now.”

			He rolls his eyes. “I was going to say that…I think I like it more this way.”

			I decide to kiss him again, because he’s really good at it. Not at all because of the way those six pesky words immediately burrowed into my heart and made it glow. No, that’s a passing, fleeting feeling—certainly not one worth overthinking or latching onto.

			Milo rolls us so I’m on top of him, and I deepen the kiss as he removes the blanket I’d wrapped myself in and tosses it onto the floor.

			“We’re getting good at this,” he whispers against my lips.

			“Don’t sound so surprised. I’m a well-read woman.”

			“I meant changing the subject,” he says. “But good to know you think books can teach you this.”

			“They definitely can,” I argue, mid-kiss. “And”—I pull my lip away from his teeth—“we’re masters at changing the subject…it’s kind of our thing, it seems.”

			He nods against my neck, lifting to kiss my pulse point. “Exactly. So put a pin in it, Prue. I’m trying to impress you.”

			“Mm-hmm,” I agree, running both hands through his hair as I suck on his bottom lip. “Yes, no more talking.” I press my tits to his chest and roll my hips against his abdomen. “Unless…” I whisper against his lips, avoiding his kiss narrowly. “We want to debate the benefits of literature some more?”

			“Fucking kiss me back already.”

			“Only when you admit I’m right,” I tease, my nose bumping into his.

			“God, you’re right, Prue. So damn right.”

			I give in, and we kiss for hours, riling each other up over and over and over again. Milo gets me off again with his hands because I refuse to give up his lips. Afterward, he won’t let me return the favor.

			“Let’s leave it there for the night,” he says, pressing a kiss to my temple as I wind back down and hesitantly reach toward his hip. “There’s no rush.”

			But there is, isn’t there? The more seconds that pass in Milo’s presence the more aware I become that he seems to be a transient, unkeepable thing. His stories, his tattoos that tell them all the same, all point to one thing: Milo doesn’t stay in one place for long.

			His lips have said that too, though that is easier to doubt now that I’ve had them buried into the side of my neck.

			Still, I’ll need to listen, to trust that he means it when he says he’s not staying. That he does nothing but casual. Despite how it feels, or how he looks at me.

			I close my eyes and snuggle in closer to him as he tightens his hold. And, as he tells me a long-winded story about a mishap in Peru that nearly led to his arrest, I fall asleep.

		

	
		
			
				Two passing ships cannot share an anchor, no matter how much they try.

				No matter how much they’d like to float idly, they cannot.

				And they’ll still wish for more, no matter the wreckage.

				—P.W.

				 

			

		

	
		
			Seventeen

			Milo

			I am an idiot. I initially told myself that I’d sneak out once Prue fell asleep. But we were too intertwined for that—I’d have woken her up. So, instead, I told myself I’d leave once she was in such a deep sleep that she wouldn’t notice me slip away.

			Waiting for that time to come, for Prue’s breaths to deepen and her limbs to grow heavy and soften, I decided to do some light reading. I picked up one of her journals and helped myself to one of her poems.

			Then, I did it again…and again…and again.

			Like I said, I’m an idiot.

			I don’t know what came over me but once I started I couldn’t stop. I devoured an entire journal before I even came to the realization that I was in the wrong.

			It seemed to be some of her older stuff, not that you’d know by the way she weaves her prose. But talks of cafeterias and high-school politics gave it away. And as much as I felt guilty over it, I couldn’t stop myself from picking up another notebook after that one.

			I want to know her so deeply; I feel the need in my bones. She’s fascinating to me. Like a puzzle I need to solve. There are simply not enough hours between now and the time I will inevitably leave here to learn all of her. So, I guess I have no choice but to give up sleeping.

			When she stirred and rolled out of my hold, I stopped pretending that I wanted to leave. I rolled over with her, pressing myself into her back until sleep took me under as well.

			But when I woke up before sunrise, my phone was laying in Prue’s place. I tapped it to see the time, 4:45 A.M., and found texts from her.

			Prue: Sorry if I woke you. Dad called, Mom was trying to bake during the night and nearly set the house on fire. I’m with her now.

			Prue: I’ll keep you posted but today’s not looking like a painting day.

			Prue: And, sorry to skip out on you. I wouldn’t have, otherwise.

			Prue: And (sorry for blowing up your phone) last night was really…nice ;)

			Prue: Thank you.

			No, Prue wouldn’t skip out on me. Not like me, who was fully prepared to. Fuck, have I always been such a dick? Why didn’t I realize it before? I place the phone between my eyebrows, hitting it into my forehead as I berate myself for even considering walking out on this girl.

			Eventually, once the spot between my brows aches, I text her back.

			Milo: no worries, killer. Sorry your mom is having a hard go. Can I help?

			Prue: Oh no, I did wake you

			Prue: I tried to be sneaky

			I notice the lack of punctuation immediately. Is she in a rush? Or is this how she texts when she’s comfortable with someone?

			Prue: I’m sorry [image: Heart emoji.]

			Holy fuck…a heart? Whenever I’ve gotten one of those, I’ve known it’s time to cut ties. The moment the lovey-dovey emojis come out, someone’s gotten too attached. And while I’m a lot of things, some of them certainly problematic, I’ve never been one to lead someone on. But Prue knows our dynamic…. She’s insisting on it. Reminding me of it. So, it’s safe, right?

			Jesus, my tongue was deep in this girl’s pussy last night and here I am overthinking lack of punctuation and an emoji. I need to get a grip.

			Milo: don’t be [image: Heart emoji.]

			Milo: I’m going to take off, if you’re not coming back

			Milo: I’ll come back later if Mrs Welch is feeling up for it, but if not I’ll see you when I see you

			I gather my clothes from where they are scattered around the room and put them on.

			Prue: Okay…

			Prue: I hope you have a good day, Milo.

			I read it three times. The first, taking it at face value. The second, because my intuition tells me to. And the third confirms what I suspected. She’s feeling insecure, like she was yesterday when she told my brother I’d blown her off.

			I had been busy but, yeah, I had time to text her and decided not to. Not because I didn’t want to, because I really did, but because I thought she’d be put off if I started acting too friendly. I’ve got to stop overthinking when it comes to this girl.

			Milo: I will, if I get to see you again later

			I sit on the edge of her bed, staring blankly at my screen as I wait like a fucking teenager for three little dots to appear while my foot taps a nervous rhythm against the hardwood floor. When she replies, I nearly punch myself in the face for smiling at my phone.

			Prue: You can count on it :)

			

			

			 

			“You’re grouchier than normal,” I say, handing Nadia a glass to dust before placing it on the shop’s display shelf. “Is it because Sef finally forced you out of the house?” Nadia arrived at the brewery around noon looking like she’d rather be anywhere else.

			“I have literally not said a single word,” my sister argues, accompanied by one of her world-famous death glares.

			“Exactly…” I say, leaning out of her reach and onto the bar behind my back. “There’s only so many ways I can attempt to make conversation.”

			She spins on her heel, looking at me like I’m the world’s largest dumbass and she wants to exterminate me before I have the chance to breed. “Milo, the only thing you’ve said in the past four hours is ‘sturdy shelf isn’t it?’ ”

			“So you did hear me.” I reply, smirking.

			“You’re extra insufferable today,” she says, her eyes held on my smirk before they flick up to stare into my soul. “What is it? Something’s different about you.”

			I shrug, smiling coyly as I move to grab another box. “Maybe I just really enjoy stocking shelves with you.”

			“Unlikely. Spill…” She follows me toward the supply closet and waits outside in the hall.

			“You first,” I say. “What’s got you all…pent up?”

			She sighs, closing her eyes as if she cannot believe the words she’s about to say. “I…I nearly kissed Aleks. Well, I thought about it. Well, he almost kissed me, I think. I don’t know.”

			I open my mouth, shut it, reevaluate, then open it again. “Okay, and that’s…” I study her blank expression. “Bad?”

			“No,” she says, slumping down the wall until her butt hits the floor. “It’s not.”

			“So why—”

			“Because he’s Aleks.”

			“Ah, annoying,” I say, filling in the blank as I nod.

			“What? No.” She glares up at me, shaking her head. “No, shut the fuck up.”

			“Well then what? He’s literally the nicest human I’ve ever met other than Sef, so what’s the problem?” Other than Prue too, come to think of it.

			“Exactly.” She points to my chest. “He’s nice.”

			I take a moment to appreciate my newfound fondness for that word, then continue. “And you don’t want nice?”

			She pinches the bridge of her nose, leaning the back of her head onto the wall. “No, I do. I’m supposed to, right?”

			I gently drop the box to the floor at her feet and move to sit next to her. “You’re worried that he’s too nice for you.”

			“Yeah,” she whispers. “Something like that.”

			“Well, he is.” She slaps my chest with the back of her hand before I have the chance to finish laughing. Winded, I go on. “Listen, it’s nothing against you. But we’re talking about Aleks here. He literally keeps a spider trap in his kitchen so he can release them outside. His grandma had to put a ban on DVD rentals because watching Marley & Me ruined his entire summer. He named his dog after Dolly Parton and wears nearly the same outfit every single day. He’s pure. He’s—”

			“Nice, I know,” Nadia finishes. “Unlike me…” She looks up to the ceiling as her lips pucker into a pout. “I get it.”

			I look her over, head to toe, my eyebrows notching together as I take in her visible disappointment. “Nads, you couldn’t afford to be nice.”

			“What?” She turns to me, her eyes softer than I’ve ever seen.

			“You couldn’t afford to be nice,” I repeat, sturdier. “Not in that house…Not with Mom and Dad the way they were. Not with us two idiots as your older brothers. Nice wouldn’t have helped you survive.”

			My heart aches for my little sister, both the one in front of me now and the one I’d help mend over and over. She spent so many years trying to be older than she was—making breakfasts, mending fences, helping around the house as best she could. For a while, she tried to earn the affection of our parents the only way she knew how—by making herself less and less of a burden and by being ever so helpful.

			When that didn’t work, when they didn’t soften to her, she hardened. It seemed overnight, at the time. As if one morning I found a jaded teenager at my parents’ table in place of the sweet, helpful daughter they’d once had. But in hindsight, I can see how slow the transition actually was. How many years she spent trying to please them, throwing herself against a locked door time and time again, begging to be let in.

			I desperately wish I could go back and tell that younger version of Nadia that it was never her job to make herself lovable. That Mom and Dad just weren’t capable of it, no matter how much she tried. And, hell, she tried.

			“I want to try to be now,” she whispers. “Now that I’m…” She sighs, from the deep hollow of her chest. Nadia looks away from me as I do the same, our eyes having briefly met for an uncomfortable second. “Why, if I’m out of that house and they’re out of my life…can I not—”

			“Probably the same reason I can’t stand still for very long,” I say, interrupting. “We’re still protecting ourselves, I think. How we know best.”

			“How did Nik make it out so normal?” She scoffs, drawing circles on the concrete floor with her finger.

			“Because I had the two of you to worry about,” he answers, rounding the corner. “And, if I stopped doing that…I’d probably fall apart too.”

			“Eavesdropping, are we?” I tease, as he moves to sit on the other side of Nadia. Together, we all stare at the blank wall across from us until the sun coming through the narrow, vertical windows far above us falls behind a cloud and comes back again.

			“We’ve never really talked about it,” Nik states expectantly, sucking all the air out of the hallway. “Maybe we should.”

			“What part?” Nadia laughs without humor.

			“If we open that can of worms, we’d be here till the bar’s opening,” I say, bringing my knees up off the floor and wrapping my arms around them. “And that wouldn’t even cover half of it.”

			“So, we ignore it?” Nik asks. I can sense his eyes on my profile, but I don’t look back at him. “How’s that working out for everyone?”

			“Fine,” Nadia and I answer at the same time.

			“Sure.” Nik sighs.

			I swallow the question I’ve wanted to ask a hundred times before, but it’s harder than it normally is. The urge to bolt buzzes under my skin, like a force bigger than me is desperate to pull me away. I stare at the blank wall, counting cement blocks while forcing thoughts away that I try to never allow. Thoughts of closed doors and muffled cries and the crack of a belt.

			“Did”—the word falls out of my mouth, and tugs another along with it, ending the long, dreadful silence—“did Dad—”

			“Yes,” Nik answers, interrupting as if he couldn’t hold it in another second. “Me too,” he chokes out, then clears his throat. “He hurt me too.”

			I never expected, never wanted, to have this conversation with my siblings today. And the sickening feeling that follows Nik’s answer, one that I’d hoped against but always suspected, makes bile crawl up my throat.

			“I can’t do this,” Nadia says before standing up and walking off down the hall toward the delivery entrance.

			“I should go after—”

			“Mi,” Nik pleads as I stand to follow Nadia. “Mi, c’mon, let’s finally just say it. Let’s get it out.”

			I drag my foot on the floor, drawing an imaginary line in the space between us. “I don’t think so, man.” I look up hesitantly, meeting his gaze. “I’m sorry. This is just way too much for me.” A tear falls off my chin before I even realize it was there. I turn in the direction Nadia just took off in and follow her lead.

			“For fuck’s sake, when are you going to stop running?” Nik calls after me as I hear his boots hit the ground, following me.

			Not today, that’s for damn sure.

			“Milo, c’mon, come back.”

			I walk right out of the brewery, grabbing a six-pack on my way out the door, as Nik continues to call after me. I walk past Nadia, who’s lighting a cigarette as she begins pacing at the edge of the parking lot, looking out into the street, ignoring us both.

			Without thinking, I find myself in Prue’s backyard, unsure of where else to go. Hot-faced and eyes stinging with tears, I make my way down to her dock, and plant myself at the end of it, watching the water come in and out as I drink myself into a deeper hole.

			My dad was, is, a mean bastard. A cruel and unkind man. That’s a truth I’ve come to accept. One that I’ve confessed to a dozen strangers sharing my bed and even begun to unpack with a handful of them. But I’ve not confronted the actual reality of it in a very, very long time. The three broken people raised in that house that eventually got out, some sooner than others.

			Avoiding the topic only makes it all the more real. All the more deadly. But talking about it could feel worse. And I can’t even fathom what that would feel like.

			“Milo?” Tom’s peppy voice calls out from the top of the steep hill. “Milo, is that you, son?”

			Fuck.

			“Yeah,” I say, waving over my shoulder. “Hi, I’m sorry, sir, I—”

			“Is my daughter expecting you?”

			“Not exactly,” I reply, lowering my beer to the space between my knees.

			Tom nods, then begins making his way down. I turn back around, listening intently to his footsteps on the rocky stairs, remembering the nights when I’d count my father’s footfalls in the hallway, frozen in fear. With every step Tom takes, I stare into the water, considering if throwing myself into the lake would get me out of the mess I’ve made by coming here.

			“Any of those left?” he asks, joyful in his approach.

			“No, sorry,” I say, finishing off the last can with a final sip.

			“Are we celebrating or commiserating?” Tom brushes off the back of his legs before groaning, lowering himself to sit next to me. I keep my stare focused on the other side of the lake, and the boat passing by, as the sun ducks behind a row of pine trees in the distance.

			“Sorry, sir. I can—”

			“My dock is yours to use, kid,” Tom interrupts. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay down here. Alcohol and proximity to water aren’t always a winning combination.” He laughs, then pauses abruptly, when I fight to smile back at him. “Especially when alone…and not feeling our best.”

			“I’m okay,” I say, looking toward him. My face, a little numb, struggles to smile the way I usually would. I can tell that’s the case when Tom’s eyes narrow on me, a weary expression that I’ve seen on his daughter. His kind, loyal, compassionate daughter. The daughter that a man like me has no right to talk to let alone touch or want. “It’s just been one of those days.”

			“Yeah,” Tom says, taking a deep breath. “We’ve had one of those too.”

			“I should have saved you one,” I say, looking at the cardboard tray of empties. “Prue texted me earlier, it sounds like Mrs. Welch is having a hard time?”

			“Nothing she can’t handle,” Tom says, sighing once again. “Prue’s good at that.”

			“Mm-hmm,” I agree.

			“Has she mentioned our agreement to you?”

			“Your ultimatum?”

			“Oh, is that what she’s calling it? Okay…” Tom smiles softly, his face pointed down. “Well, yeah, I suppose that’s what it is.”

			“She really wants things to stay as they are.” It’s not my place to say anything, but the alcohol in my bloodstream doesn’t seem to know that.

			“They can’t, unfortunately.”

			“So, you’ve already made up your mind?” I whistle, long and low. “You might want to tell your daughter that.”

			“I’m hoping she comes to realize on her own just how beautiful her life could be outside of this town.”

			“Why?” I ask abruptly, then clear my throat. “Sorry, just, if she is content with being here…Wouldn’t you want her here?”

			“That”—Tom points my way, laughing dryly—“is an excellent question.”

			“Mm-hmm,” I agree absently, watching a storm brew behind Tom’s blue eyes.

			“How drunk are you, Milo?”

			“Mildly,” I answer. “Why?”

			“You and my daughter both love that word,” he mumbles, moving to face his body toward mine. “Because I would like to ask you a favor, and I need to know if you’ll remember what it is.”

			I nod, slowly. “I’ll remember.”

			“In that case, I’m going to ask that the next part of our conversation stays between us. For now. Until I can tell Prue myself.”

			I flip my baseball cap around, then back again. “Okay, yeah…What is it?”

			“I need Prue to decide for herself if this is where she wants to be, before that decision is made for her,” Tom says, then swallows. “I told Prue that we have until January because, well, because that is when I have no choice but to start treatment. I’ve put it off as long as I can.”

			“Treatment?” I ask, blinking quickly. “What do you mean tr—”

			“I’ve got the big C,” Tom jokes wryly. “Hodgkin’s lymphoma. It’s treatable, they caught it early and I’ve got great odds, but the treatment is intense and vigorous and I—” He stops, blowing out a long breath as he tilts his smile up to the sky. “And, according to the doctors, I will not be able to continue to look after my wife or the shop while I sort myself out.”

			God, that is sobering. “Tom, I’m so sorry.”

			“Ah, well.”

			“And Prue doesn’t know?”

			“No, she doesn’t…. And I need to keep it that way…for now.” Tom nods reassuringly, as if he hears how fucked-up that is and is convincing himself otherwise. “If I told Prue, before she’s made up her mind as to what she wants…the decision would be made for her. I know my daughter. She’d go from my wife’s caregiver to mine—jumping from one sinking ship to another without a second thought. That’s not fair to her.”

			I remove my hat and run my hands through my hair. “She should know, Tom. She should have the information she needs to make a decision for herself. You have to—”

			“I have been selfish, Milo. I’ve kept her here, let her spend her early twenties helping her mother, because I wasn’t ready for—” His voice cracks, then he coughs. “I wasn’t ready for my Julia, or Prudence, to be anywhere else but here, with me.” He rolls his tongue from one cheek to the other. “As soon as I got the courage to let them both go, I got my diagnosis. And, well, that’s fate, I suppose. It can be cruel like that. But I will not keep her here any longer. I won’t keep burdening her. That is why I need your help.”

			“And you want me to help, how, exactly?”

			“My daughter tells me you’re not planning on sticking around,” he says, his tone leading. I nod, scratching at my neck and jaw. “So tell her why that is. Tell Prue what’s out there for her. Or, better yet, if you’d like to, show her yourself.”

			That’s another cruel irony. Because before Tom found me, I was sitting here, six beers deep, wondering what my reason for not wanting to stick around here—or anywhere—is. More than that, I was questioning whether I could convince myself to stay in one place long enough to look that ugly truth in the eye and tell it to quit shadowing me.

			And, yes, of course I’ve loved traveling. I’ve driven, hiked, surfed, danced, and fucked my way through most of the two western continents. But nothing has come as close to filling that nagging, empty bowl inside of me. I hadn’t even noticed how empty it was before I got here. Before nieces and nephews running rampant and Sef’s home-cooked dinners and seeing Nik fulfill his dreams and having eyes on Nadia and painting and, of course, her.

			Now, I’m being asked to sell the concept of a world of unknowns to the woman who is responsible for making me think, for the first time in a long time, that maybe, just maybe, I could be happy accepting a smaller slice of life.

			“Tom, I feel for you, man, but—”

			“I could be fighting this thing, on and off again, for the rest of my life. Should Prue stay here because of that? With potential like hers? Her talents?”

			“I…” I don’t have that answer. Mrs. Welch taught me everything I know about art. Her talent for painting literally changed my whole worldview. Yet, she was here, in a small town making a life for herself. That was enough for her. Why shouldn’t it be enough for her daughter too?

			“Have you read some of her stuff yet?”

			I nod, hoping this entire conversation is under oath.

			“It’s good, right?”

			I nod again. “Yeah, it is.”

			“She should do something with that gift. She doesn’t have the time, stuck here. Not with her mom and me falling apart every minute.”

			“I—” I run my tongue over my teeth. “I don’t think she’ll change her mind, sir.”

			Tom rolls his shoulders back, staring up at the sunset with a stoic confidence. “Yeah, maybe not. But at least I’ll know she decided for herself.”

			“And, if she chose to leave, what would…” I stop myself, finding better wording. “I mean, would you be all right? With treatment? With all of it?”

			“Now, that’s the beauty of it, right?” Tom says, smiling proudly toward me. “That’ll be my burden to bear.”

			I nod, my thumbnail scraping the side of my nose as I look away from him. “I’m going to be honest, sir. I don’t feel comfortable keeping this from—”

			“I know, I’m sorry,” Tom says in the kindest form of dismissal I’ve ever heard. As if my previous promise, before I’d really known what I was agreeing to, still stands. “But I know my daughter. I know what she needs. I know, deep down, that you’ll see that too.”

			“I—” I sigh, resigned to losing.

			“And, who knows, maybe if we both do our fair share of convincing, you could have a companion for all of these adventures of yours?”

			“Sir, I—” I start to disagree, again, but imagining Prue in Bertha’s front seat with the wind in her hair, letting out that laugh that knocks me off my feet, stops me in my tracks. Fuck, I really am in deep with this girl.

			“I remember that look,” Tom says, smiling warmly. “The I’m screwed look…” He gestures to my face with two fingers moving in a circle. “You wear it well.”

			“How did…With Mrs. Welch…” I press the heels of my palms into my eye sockets. “Jesus, never mind.”

			“Embarrassed?”

			I huff a laugh.

			“Ask me anyway,” Tom says, standing and offering me a hand up, despite the size difference between us. I take his assist, rising to stand next to him.

			“When you met Mrs. Welch—”

			“Julia,” Tom corrects teasingly as he crosses his arms in front of his chest and looks up to speak to me.

			“Mrs. Welch,” I reinstate, smiling. “How did you…”

			Tom gestures for me to go on with a waving hand when I pause again.

			I groan, feeling a rush of anxiety run through my spine that tightens my shoulders. No, I don’t know what I was thinking. A question like that is the emotional equivalent of offering your neck to a lion. But, shit, I want to know. I need to know.

			“C’mon, spit it out, son.”

			Fuck it.

			“When you met Mrs. Welch, how did you know she was the one?” I let the words fly free, faster than I usually speak.

			Tom’s lips thin as a wide smile spreads across his face. His eyes glaze over, as they do whenever someone replays a vivid memory in their mind. After a thoughtful pause, he answers, “The night we met I realized that, no matter what happened, there was always going to be a before Julia and an after Julia. That my life, whether I liked it or not, was going to be forever split into two parts.”

			I don’t know if I’m elated or afraid to hear the words that perfectly describe how I feel about Prue spoken to me. My heart races all the same. The hairs on the back of my neck stand all the same. My skin warms all the same. And I wonder whether it matters if it’s fear or joy I’m feeling. I wonder if that is how falling in love feels. Exciting and terrifying in equal measure.

			Tom pats my shoulder twice, then begins to walk away. “And if you’re asking yourself that, son, well, you probably already know the answer.”

			“And if I do?” I call after him.

			“Well then, that’s up to you, son,” he says, waving over his shoulder as he continues up the steep steps.

		

	
		
			Eighteen

			Prue

			“I want to go home,” Mom says again as I tuck her into bed. “No, no,” she whines softly, “I want to go home.”

			“You are home,” I whisper to her, folding her sheet in a crisp line over the top of her duvet before I sit next to her hip. “You are home,” I repeat as her fear-filled eyes meet mine. “It’s okay…You’ll feel better after you sleep.”

			She looks so young like this. So young and sweet and terrified that it stirs a need deep in my heart to fix what I can’t. The fear is all in her mind, and no matter how much I want to, I can’t get in there.

			“Stay with me,” she whimpers, looking at the door as if she’s afraid I’ll walk out of it. “I want to go home,” she tells me again.

			I don’t know what home she means. This room was her childhood bedroom, as it was mine. This home has and will always be hers. But the mind is a tricky thing and, clearly, it’s telling her otherwise. There’s no use fighting it. It will just upset her more.

			“Okay,” I tell her, shifting to narrowly fit next to her on this twin-sized mattress. “We’ll go to sleep and then tomorrow we can go home.”

			“Okay,” she agrees, sniffing. “Okay.”

			Once her breathing has lulled to a rhythmic, slow pattern, I sit up and move into the chair in the corner. I grab a striped blanket off the dresser and wrap myself in it. The lamp on the dresser casts a warm glow, just bright enough to read by if I strain my eyes the tiniest bit. But just as I begin, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket.

			I pull it out and discover an onslaught of missed messages from Dad and one new message.

			Dad: How is she? Do you need backup?

			Dad: Dinner is in the fridge when you want it.

			Dad: I’m calling it an early night. I love you, sweetie.

			Dad: But if you need me, wake me.

			The one that came through only a minute ago was from Milo.

			Milo: hey are you home?

			Prue: Yeah, with my mom. She asked me to stay with her.

			I watch as three dots appear, disappear, appear, and disappear once more. Something in my gut twists as my eyes narrow on our sparse conversation from today.

			Prue: How was your day?

			Milo: Fine. You?

			Prue: Honestly? Hard.

			Milo: I’m sorry

			Milo: want to talk about it?

			Prue: Is that okay?

			Milo: of course

			Prue: Mom was super emotional today and I feel like I didn’t do a single thing right. I lost my patience with her when she insisted she was getting a delivery today and wanted to walk to the post office. After I snapped, it was hard to win her trust back. She was super upset.

			Prue: I hate that I’m not patient with her.

			I bite at my thumbnail, waiting for him to finish typing his reply.

			Milo: she asked you to stay with her, right?

			Prue: Yeah?

			Milo: that shows how much she loves you. How safe she feels with you. You’re going to slip up sometimes, you’re human. But you’re a good human and she knows that

			Prue: You think I’m good?

			Milo: I think you’re great.

			Prue: Thank you, Milo. I needed that. Especially with the punctuation.

			Milo: anytime

			I wonder if I should drop the conversation there, at what feels like a natural stopping point. But, admittedly, I want to keep talking to him. I spend over a minute mulling over the wording of my next text, trying to decipher a lighthearted, flirty way of keeping his attention. Plus, inquiring minds want to know…

			Prue: Was this a booty call?

			Milo: lol what?

			Prue: Texting me after nine and asking if I’m home…

			Milo: no, killer. it wasn’t

			Milo: disappointed?

			Prue: Mildly.

			Prue: What was it then?

			Milo: the lights in the a-frame are all still off, so I thought I’d ask

			Milo: I’ve been on your dock for a few hours now and the mosquitos are feasting

			Prue: What?? Why are you on my dock?

			Milo: is this not where we go to get drunk and sad?

			I scroll up to double-check that he did, in fact, just tell me his day was fine. He did. Which only adds to my confusion.

			Prue: Yeah, I guess it is.

			Prue: But, why are you drunk and sad?

			Milo: long story

			Prue: I’ve got time…

			Milo: don’t worry about me, killer. I’m going to head home

			Prue: No way.

			Prue: Meet me on the back porch.

			Milo: but your mom?

			Prue: She’s asleep. Can we chat downstairs? That way I can hear her if she wakes up.

			Milo: and Tom?

			Prue: Also asleep.

			Milo: you’ve had a shitty day, I don’t want to add to it

			Prue: Let me decide what I can handle for myself, okay?

			Milo’s three dots appear, disappear, appear, disappear, and appear once again before his next text comes in.

			Milo: okay [image: Heart emoji.]

			With one last check of Mom, I lay my book down on her bedside table and sneak out of her room, cursing the old, creaky wooden floors and doors as I do. Sneaking down the stairs, I arrive in the kitchen and make my way to the back door, where I can already see Milo’s silhouette through the thin curtain hanging there.

			“Hi,” I whisper, letting him inside. Milo’s wearing black sweatpants and a matching sweater, both with the brewery’s logo on them, and a baseball cap underneath his hood. I want to crawl inside and take my fair share of his coziness.

			“Hey, Killer,” he whispers back, removing his sneakers and leaving them on the mat by the door. “Are you sure this is okay?”

			“Of course,” I reassure him, moving to shut the door. His arms are wrapped around my waist before I’ve finished locking it. “Hey,” I say, leaning the side of my head into his cheek. He sighs deeply, squeezing me tighter. “I can’t comfort you like this.”

			He releases his grip enough for me to spin, kissing my forehead before he pulls me in and tucks me against his chest. It’s probably silly to think, now that we’ve been naked with each other, but this hold, this embrace is by far the most intimate we’ve been. It’s for comfort, not pleasure. And, it’s for him, not me. Though I definitely like it too.

			“I’m sorry it’s been such a crappy day,” I tell him, letting my hands fall to the small of his back and interlocking my fingers there. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			Milo curls around me further, shaking his head softly as he presses his lips to my hairline, just above my ear. “Not really…but I have a feeling you’ll persuade me otherwise.”

			“Sounds likely.”

			“I needed this,” he says, straightening enough that I can look up to see his face with the little light filtering in from the living room and the moonlight outside. He looks tired. The bone-deep, exhausted kind. His eyes and lips are puffy, as if he’s been crying, and his weary smile is entirely unconvincing. He really has had a bad day.

			“Mi,” the short form of his name slips out before I have the chance to overthink it. “You don’t look so good.”

			“Ouch,” he says, punctuated by a soft, breathy laugh.

			“Not like that,” I say, rolling my eyes. “You always look good that way.”

			“Oh, yeah?” He dips down to kiss me. “Good to know,” he murmurs against my mouth before another kiss. The coolness of his lips catches me by surprise, and I slide the tip of my tongue against them without thought. Milo lets out an approving groan as his hands find my pants pockets and pull me closer to him.

			“Mmm, nope,” I say, popping the P, as I lean back in his hold. “You came here to talk.”

			“We can talk later,” Milo whispers, bending over me before he begins kissing me again. Or, rather, before I begin kissing him. I’m not even sure who initiated that time, just that our lips found each other in the darkened room once more.

			At some point, my feet begin moving us backward, pulling Milo along with me as if our lips are magnets. We walk toward the couch in the living room, bumping into a chair, the corner of the arched entryway, and the coffee table on our way as our kiss deepens and hands begin to wander.

			He lays me down on the powder-blue plaid couch my parents have had as long as I can remember and climbs over me, supporting his weight with his forearm next to my shoulder. He removes his hood, tosses his cap across the room, and dives back in for more.

			I feel myself getting lost in our kiss, further approaching a dizzying, feverish pitch when Milo moves to cup my breast in his palm and grinds his hips against me, the thin layer of my leggings doing nothing to shield me from his erection. The need I feel for him between my legs grows and builds and swells as he continues pressing into me, kissing me so hard my jaw begins to ache.

			That is when I open my eyes and see Milo’s face: his pinched brows furrowed by tension, the reddened skin under his eyes, reminding me that he’s been rubbing tears away. I decide I want to be his friend tonight, more than anything else.

			“Milo,” I say, leaning back an inch to catch my breath. I press my forehead to his, pushing against him so he has to come back to me from that mindless, numbing oblivion I’d almost joined him in. “Hey,” I say alongside panted breaths.

			“Sorry, did you need to stop?” He blinks rapidly, wide-eyed in between as he scans my face.

			“No, no, sorry,” I say as he releases a sigh of relief. “But, yeah, I think we should…”

			“I’m not following.” Milo sits up, turning to sit on the couch with one of my legs behind his back and the other in his lap. “Did I do something wrong?” he asks, voice defeated as he runs a hand through his hair.

			I pull my leg out from behind him, moving to go on my knees next to his lap. “No,” I tell him, brushing a hand over his jaw and ear. By the time my hand rests on the nape of his neck, he’s turned to face me. “I just…I can tell something is bothering you.”

			He scoffs. “I told you…It was a shitty day.”

			I swallow back my reaction to his sharp-edged tone.

			“Sorry, fuck, sorry. I should go,” Milo says, patting my wrist as if he wants me to let him leave.

			A newfound, bold determination floods my chest. “Nu-uh,” I say, climbing into his lap to straddle him. “You, sir, are not going anywhere. You told me we were going to communicate, remember?”

			“I remember,” he says, running a hand down his face before he gingerly places it on my thigh.

			“So? Talk.”

			“Like this?” Milo’s eyes flick to the little space between us. “You’ve made it hard to focus.”

			“Well, I can get off you—” I move to lift a leg off of him.

			“Whoa, let’s not get hasty,” he says, tightening his hold on both of my thighs as a small smirk pulls at his lips.

			“C’mon, Kablukov. Talk to me,” I command, grabbing hold of his hoodie’s strings and wrapping them around my fists.

			“I had…” He looks up to the ceiling, letting his head fall onto the back of the couch. “I had a fight with my brother, I guess.”

			“About what?”

			“Prue, I…” He fixes his gaze to mine, pleading. “It’s heavy shit and I’m…” He sighs, deeply. “I want to tell you, but—”

			I press a chaste kiss to his lips, cutting him off. “If you want to tell me, tell me.” I drop his hoodie’s strings after tying them into a bow. Milo leans in closer, pressing the side of his head to my collarbone. I thread my fingers through his hair, playing with it as he takes some long, drawn-out breaths.

			“Nik, Nadia, and I didn’t have the best childhoods.” Milo’s tone tells me that that revelation is probably a massive understatement. “Our parents—my dad, especially—they…”

			I continue wrapping strands of his hair around my fingertips, releasing, and starting again as he gathers himself.

			“They yelled a lot. Dad hit us. He…well, he’d take his punishments a little too far, when he’d been drinking or when his team lost or…when he felt like it, I guess.”

			I hope that if he can hear how fast my heart is beating, with his ear pressed against my chest, he doesn’t take it as a sign to stop. It’s just my anger threatening to beat out of my chest, as it so often does.

			“I never knew if—” Milo swallows loudly. “I didn’t know for sure before today that those extra-special punishments were not just for me.”

			“Milo, I’m so sorry.”

			“Nik, he, uh, wants to talk about it. Share the gory details. Get it off our chests, or whatever.”

			“And you don’t?” I ask him softly, brushing the backs of my fingers over his ear.

			Milo leans back, away from me, his now wet eyes looking up to the ceiling once more. “Nah…What’s the point?”

			“Maybe, even if you don’t, Nik needs help processing it?” I offer.

			“Maybe.” He’s silent for a minute, maybe two. “It doesn’t really matter why. I still don’t want to talk about it with him.”

			I let him breathe, let his truth breathe between us, for a long minute before asking, “Why?”

			“Because I’m still angry with him…for leaving.” He sniffs, puffy red lips twitching as he seems to fight back a feeling. “At myself too,” he whispers jaggedly.

			My heart swells in my chest, tender and aching for him. “Milo…”

			“I left her,” Milo says, his voice shaking as his deep eyes lock on mine. “I knew that it got worse for Nadia and me when Nik moved out and that it would get worse for her when I left.” His face falls as he takes quick, shallow breaths. “But I-I-I still left. I left her a-an-anyway.”

			“Left who? Nadia?”

			He nods urgently, lifting a hand to swipe under his nose as he sniffs, his gaze darting around the room. “Sorry, I—”

			“Don’t say sorry,” I tell him. “You have no reason to be sorry.”

			“I don’t—I can’t—I don’t think I can talk about this anymore,” he says, his tone urgent.

			“Hey, that’s okay.” I move to hug him, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. “That’s okay,” I say again.

			The moment his face nestles against my neck, he begins to cry in earnest, letting out sad, weepy breaths against my skin as his shoulders tremble under my hands.

			“I’m so sorry, Milo,” I repeat, over and over, feeling the threat of tears stinging my eyes. This person I’d perceived as a confident, somewhat arrogant, devil-may-care man is really, still, just a hurt boy at his core.

			I know my nostalgia can cut deep, what it feels like to be reflecting on the past and wishing for what once was. I never considered how painful it would be for someone raised in a burning house to look back. To fill your lungs with smoke over and over, just to walk through it once more.

			Abruptly, Milo pulls away, laughing roughly. “Fuck, sorry, god, this is so fucking—” He sniffs, wiping both hands across his face and covering his eyes. “This is so not what you signed up for.”

			“Milo,” I say sternly, grabbing his wrists. He drops his hands to my lap, and I grip tighter, feeling his pulse thunder. “We both know that I have not had many friends. I’ve spent most of my life feeling like an alien, watching people from afar. But you, you are my friend. I am your friend. We agreed to that and I’m a woman of my word. You can’t shake me now. I’m not going anywhere.”

			His eyes fall to the side. “You deserve friends a whole lot better than me.”

			“Probably,” I tease, moving to catch his eyes so he sees my smirk. “But I’ll settle for you.”

			Milo wipes the last remnants of tears away, turning away from me as he does it.

			“Want me to move?” I ask.

			He shakes his head, looking back at me. His eyes look brighter, like black-tar pavement after a rainstorm. “Can I tell you something?”

			I nod, my eyes narrowing on his subdued but mischievous smile. “Yeah…”

			“It might make me sound like a selfish bastard, but I like that you’re careful with everyone else but me. I like feeling special to you, Prudence Welch. I like being your friend.”

			I nod slowly, feeling a soft smile tug at my mouth. “Can I tell you something back?”

			“Only if it’ll inflate my ego,” he answers, his crooked smirk back in its usual place.

			“I like being your friend too, Milo Kablukov. And I’m really glad you’re here.”

		

	
		
			Nineteen

			Prue

			Every morning for the past five days, Milo has been over to paint with my mom.

			On the first morning, I tidied my room, keeping a watchful eye over them from the loft. On the second morning, I was in and out of the A-frame, doing laundry in the main house and changing Mom’s bedding. On the third morning, I washed dishes and mopped the floors in the kitchen. Then, on the fourth day, I rode my bike over to John Dough to pick up our usual Sunday-morning donuts, with one extra. Together, Mom, Dad, Milo, and I celebrated Mom finishing her first painting in over two years.

			And earlier today, the fifth morning in a row Milo was over, I came to the realization that there was nothing left to do. Sure, there are always dishes needing to be washed—but the countertops were clear. And, yes, there’s always laundry to be done—but we’ve all got enough clean clothes folded and put away to last us the week. And sure, maybe, I could have gone through the front hall closet, which I’ve been meaning to sort for the better part of a year, but I didn’t have to. I let it wait.

			I, Prudence Welch, relished that brief, rare moment in which I had nothing to do.

			So, I lay in bed, listening to my mother laugh at another one of Milo’s ridiculous stories from his travels. And what a beautiful feeling it was, to bathe in the sunlight coming in through my loft’s skylight, and let their laughter and conversation wash over me.

			Milo’s been coming over in the evenings too. He promises me each night, when I clam up and ask to stop, that we’re in no rush. He whispers it, over and over again, into the skin of my neck, shoulder, hips, thighs.

			No rush, Killer.

			I’m wrestling with the possibility that I am, quite possibly, a selfish lover. I haven’t even touched Milo below the belt yet, other than some over-the-pants action. But he continuously swears to me that he doesn’t mind.

			At first, I didn’t believe him—not fully. But then he shows me time and time again with his hands, and lips, and tongue, and teeth, and moans, and grunts, and groans that he, too, is enjoying himself.

			After, when our lips are tender and swollen and our cheeks are red and warm and our bodies are perfectly intertwined, we talk. He tells me about his adventures, the highs and the lows and what places he thinks I’d love to visit.

			Sometimes, when he’s not careful, Milo talks as if he’ll take me with him someday. As if there is any future outside of this town, or beyond this strange blip in time, for us.

			Sometimes, when I’m not careful, I wonder if it’s not a mistake at all. If he’s really picturing a future for us. But I quickly dismiss those fantasies. That is, until he falls asleep or leaves for his own bed. Then, in the quiet, still, dark, I allow my imagination to take over.

			I picture him two years from now coming back to town to visit his brother. He, for some reason, is on the back of a motorcycle when he arrives. He texts me cute dress, Killer and I look up from my phone to see him outside my window, smiling at me in that crooked way he does. Between breathless kisses, pinned against the wall, he asks me if I have a boyfriend. I tell him no. Then, all of our clothes come off.

			Afterward, I go with him to have dinner with his family. They nag him about finally settling down and wink at me as they do it. They know, just as I do, that he and I have something different and meaningful, even if it’s not normal in the traditional sense. We all have an unspoken agreement that one day he’ll probably stop sowing his wild oats and choose to stay.

			Then, I burst my own bubble—wondering who he’s been with in between, or how my mom is doing in two years’ time or some other crushing reality. It’s painful every time.

			“Excuse me,” Milo says with a laugh, “are you listening at all?”

			I blink back to focus, rolling over to see Milo sitting against my headboard, half-naked and smiling down at me. “Hmm? What?”

			He licks his teeth, grinning. “Where did you go in there?” He pokes my forehead.

			“Ow!” I giggle, swatting him away as he moves down the bed to lie on his side, propping himself up on his elbow as he falls next to me with a bounce.

			“You bored of me already, Killer?”

			“No.” I intertwine my fingers with his, his hand hovering in the air between us. I love his hand in mine. How perfectly we fit together. How we naturally begin tugging each other to and fro.

			“Well then, what was I saying?”

			“Okay, fine, I zoned out,” I confess, wincing playfully. “But you do have a tendency to go on and on…” I tease.

			Milo shakes his head. “Oh, you’re in trouble now.” He grabs my hips, faster than I can stop him, and pulls me flat onto the mattress as I fight him off, giggling.

			He moves to lie on top of me with nothing but a thin cotton sheet separating our bare chests. “Have I already lost my charm?” He begins peppering my chin with kisses like a chicken pecking at its feed. I grab hold of his hair and tug him away. “Have you grown weary of me so quickly?” he asks in a silly, dramatic voice.

			“I’m sorry!” I say, giggling as he brushes his mustache against the ticklish spot on my throat. I attempt to kick him but my feet are stuck under the sheet and unable to break free. I scream under him, bucking my hips as I push my hands against his shoulders and squirm while he continues to pester me.

			Eventually, he collapses on top of me, letting most of his weight fall onto me. I groan underneath him, pretending to gasp for air. In reality, it’s quite nice—the pressure of him and the closeness.

			I like how not-strange things are between us. The beauty of how comfortable we are being the most weird, goofy, messy, sad, nostalgic, naked, lustful, hungry versions of ourselves together isn’t lost on me. I actually wish it was lost on me a little because I’ve started to worry I won’t find this sort of closeness again.

			Then I remind myself that Milo’s most likely experienced this before, dozens of times. That this, probably, isn’t unique to us. And that brings on a whole different type of worry I don’t want to name.

			“Seriously,” Milo mumbles, his lips squished against my collarbone. “What were you thinking about?”

			“You,” I answer truthfully.

			He lifts off of me, just enough to have his face above mine. “Oh?” His lips pout. “Want to share?”

			“Oh, honey, I wouldn’t want to hurt your feelings,” I tease.

			“Jerk,” he says, burrowing his face into my neck and biting softly.

			I mime putting a pin in the corkboard behind his back, as I do anytime these pesky feelings remain undiscussed. It’s getting very, very full.

			A minute or so later, we’re kissing again, practically fucking through the sheet as Milo twists and presses himself against my needy center, grunting as he does. We share breaths, gasping as the other inhales, blowing out through pursed lips as it gets to be too much. I tell him no when he asks to touch me. I tell him no when he asks to go down on me. But the word yes keeps slipping out in between. It’s not that I don’t want him to do those things, because I do. It’s just…I want to be riled up. I want to be so wildly gone for him that I gather the courage to try something new. To check another item off my list.

			“Prue, please,” he begs against the pulse point on my neck. “I can feel how soaked you are through the sheet and my boxers, Killer. This is fucking torture, beautiful. Please let me—”

			“I want to use my mouth on you,” I tell him, so quiet that I’m not sure he’s heard. That is, until he freezes above me. “I want you to use my mouth.”

			He groans next to my ear then swallows tightly.

			I catch my breath, looking up at the ceiling over his rigid, tense shoulder. “Mi, I thought…I thought you’d want—”

			“I want,” he cuts me off. “Fuck, Prue, do I want.”

			“Then what’s wrong?”

			He moves to his knees between my legs, offering his hands to help me sit up beside him. I let him pull me, folding my legs to sit crisscrossed in front of his lap. “Did I do something—”

			Milo’s jagged laugh, accompanied by his reddened cheeks, cuts me off. “No, no. I just needed a second to cool off. I almost…lost it. From your words alone. That is how much I want it.”

			“So, it’ll be easy, then?” I tease, smiling coyly. The fire behind his eyes casts a deadly heat over my lips, making me lick them to cool off.

			“I’ll always be easy for you.” His chest rises, the tattoos along his collarbone and pecs flexing. “How do you want me, Prue?”

			“Sitting on the edge of the bed.”

			He moves without hesitation, planting two feet on the floor. I crawl over the bed and stand between his parted knees.

			I look down to his lap and the outline of his erection through his black boxers. I bite my lip, feeling the heady, desperate urge to make him feel good that he told me would come, when I was ready. He was so right. It’s so obvious now. I didn’t know I’d want it this much. “Boxers off, please.”

			He smiles wickedly up at me, lifting his hips to slip his underwear off. When they’re down, he kicks them toward my bedside table before leaning back to rest on his palms against the mattress. “You feel it now, don’t you?” he asks, voice verging on I-told-you-so. “That need to give that we talked about?”

			I lower to my knees in front of him, my hands skating across his thighs as I do. I press my thumb into the tattoo on his hip. My words on him. I tremble with need, reading over the words forever inked on his skin.

			“Yeah, you do,” he answers for me. “Fuck, Killer, you look so perfect on your knees.” Milo reaches down, curling one finger under my chin. “You’re going to be so good, Prue. I know it. I can feel it in my fucking spine. Tell me that you want to do this.”

			“I want to do this,” I say, rubbing my lips together after wetting them with a flick of my tongue.

			He smiles down at me, as if he’s proud. “You can still stop at any point, okay?”

			I nod, moving so the finger he’d placed under my chin rubs against my cheek. He begins brushing my face delicately. “God, you’re beautiful,” he says, exhaling. “So fucking beautiful.”

			I move to kiss his hand, bringing my kisses from the warm heel of his palm to the tips of his fingers, that feel as if they’re buzzing with electricity against my skin. Looking up at him with wide-open eyes, I bring his fingers into my mouth, sucking as I run my tongue along them.

			The noise that falls out of Milo is half a moan and half a shocked sort of laugh that increases my confidence tenfold. “A preview?” he asks, smiling. I nod, flicking my tongue around his calloused fingertip. “Dirty girl…”

			Milo shifts his weight on the mattress. Out of the corner of my eye I see him move to stroke himself, and I react instinctively, releasing his fingers with a wet pop as I move to grip his wrist.

			“No,” some new, deep, territorial part of me responds. The second Milo releases himself, I put both hands on his erection and begin working him over.

			“Whoa,” he says, his thigh muscles tensing next to me. “S-sl-slow down,” he begs, nearly lifting off the mattress.

			“Sorry,” I say, slowing my movements. I bring myself closer, then, after a quick glance up to his face, I lower my mouth down over the head of him.

			I don’t have a moment to overthink what I’m doing, to question any part of it, because Milo starts praising me so earnestly, my mind doesn’t have room for anything else but his compliments.

			“Fuck, Prue. That’s so good.” He groans, whimpering as his thighs flex. “Fuck, yes, that is it.” He winds his hand through my hair, holding the back of my neck in a possessive grip. “That’s so good. That’s so fucking good.” I keep going, fueled by his praises, sucking him back and licking him down as my hand squeezes and releases around his base.

			Milo breathes in a way that makes me feel powerful. His short, wavering gasps of air between shaky pleas build and build and build as the muscles in his thighs tighten further. I can tell, after a few minutes have passed, that he’s working hard to deny himself his climax, so I pull back and allow him a reprieve.

			I sit back onto my heels and stare up at him as I brush my hands up and down his thighs. Milo shakes his head, smiling down at me. He’s all flushed cheeks and dilated pupils and fucked-up hair. “Tell me you love it,” he whispers, reaching out to cradle my cheek. “Please.”

			“I love it,” I say, nodding eagerly as he swipes his thumb over my swollen lips and moves to hold my chin, tightening his hold so my cheeks squeeze together and lips part.

			I lick my lips before sliding his dick between them again. I welcome him back with a wistful, completely unintentional moan, as if I’d missed the taste and feel of him within those few seconds.

			“Fuck, I can tell you do.” Milo’s breathing falters on a shuddering moan, his head rolling back as he continues to hold the back of my head in a tight grip. “You are a goddamn liar, Killer.” Milo pushes me back so I have to look him in the eye, but I keep my mouth open and tongue out for him like the women in the porn videos I’ve watched.

			He shakes his head, a hedonistic, admiring smile tugging at his features. “There’s no way you haven’t sucked cock before. This is—” He hisses when I move to swirl my tongue around his tip. “Too. Fucking. Good,” he says behind bared teeth.

			I don’t bother hiding my prideful grin. “I told you so…” I tease, licking and kissing along his base as I move to caress his balls, holding them in a loose grip. “And you said books couldn’t teach this.”

			“Books absolutely don’t teach this,” he says, flattening a hand against the wall as I take him fully and hollow out my cheeks. “This,” he says, voice strained, “is a God-given natural talent.”

			“Hmm?” I tease. “Which god?” I ask, a rope of saliva connecting his tip and my bottom lip as I hover over him, my eyes trained to his. His expression darkens at the sight of it.

			“All of them,” he says, in a daze. “It has to be all of them.”

			I laugh, squeezing my fingers around his base as I begin bobbing my head up and down his length. He slaps the bedpost as if he’s trying to find something to hold on to, then brings a fist to his teeth. “Fucking hell, Prue. Slow down.”

			“Or what?” I say, pumping him with my hand.

			He whimpers, practically crying out for mercy.

			“Or what?” I repeat.

			“Or I might fucking propose!”

			Rolling my eyes, I spit onto my palm and then use both my mouth and hand in an effort to shut him up entirely.

			“Okay, fuck it then. A spring wedding sounds nice…” Milo says, his voice fried as if he’s holding his breath. “I’ll take your last name.”

			I cannot help but laugh. “You’re insane.”

			“I’m getting there, yes.”

			I pump faster, suck harder, moan from my throat in hopes that my vocal cords will vibrate against his shaft.

			“Fuck yes, Prue…” he says as I gasp for air, only departing for a split second. “Yes. Take it, take it, take it, take it,” he chants rhythmically alongside my mouth’s movements. “I’m going to come, I can’t wait anymore.”

			Good, I think, I want it.

			“Do you want to try and swallow?”

			I make eye contact with him and smile around his shaft.

			“Fuck, Killer. You sure?”

			It takes just one more smile for him to unload everything he has against my tongue. And I swallow it all. The salty taste is not as awful as I thought it would be but it’s not exactly pleasant either. Still, I drink it all back as he watches me.

			“Fucking hell,” Milo whispers, before falling back onto the mattress. I lick him clean, rubbing my hands up and down his thighs as he relaxes underneath me. “What the…Who are you?”

			I giggle, moving to stand. “I can cross it off the list, then?” I ask, crawling into bed to lie next to him.

			“Cross it all the way fucking off.” He rolls his neck to turn his face toward me. “I’m going to get you back for that…” He lays a palm on his heaving chest. “Once I stop feeling like you sucked the life out of me.”

			“I was thinking Cabo for the honeymoon,” I say, slipping off one of his rings and holding it up to the light.

			“Hey,” he barks, stealing it back. “That’s my job.” He grabs my wrist with his other hand, holds his ring up to each of my fingers before determining it would fit best on my thumb. “Cabo it is.” I can’t wait to see you in a bikini,” he says, sliding the ring onto my thumb and patting my hand before tossing it aside. “Колдунья.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Witch.”

			I smile up at the ceiling, nearly giggling aloud. A second-generation Welsh witch. My mother would be so proud.

		

	
		
			Twenty

			Milo

			Every morning for the last five days, I’ve painted with Mrs. Welch. Every evening for the last five days, I’ve been in Prue’s bed. And every minute in between, I’ve been wishing Tom hadn’t confided in me like he did. Because now every otherwise happy morning spent with my favorite teacher, or every glorious second with her daughter, feels like sand passing through an hourglass.

			I’ve spent the better part of my life either wishing for things to end or deciding when they will. And I hate that this, this one juncture I could imagine myself settling into, is going to end whether I want it to or not.

			And worse than that, I’ve made myself scarce again. I sleep here, when I can. I eat here, when invited. I’m avoiding my siblings, whenever possible. And I have the nerve to feel like a hero while doing it. Helping the Welches, all of them, makes me feel good. And, I could give into that feeling, if I let myself. I could convince myself, with time, that this is a do-over. A clean slate with a nice family who each need me, all in ways I can actually accommodate. That there’s a purpose for me here.

			I could do all of that, if my own family wasn’t just up the road. If my brother would quit looking at me like he’s some wounded animal I refuse to tend to. If Nadia would start looking at me at all. I cannot keep pretending that I could make a life here, without first addressing the life I left behind.

			I wake up in Prue’s bed next to a note that matches the handwriting tattooed on my hip. It reads Mom needed me. Text me when you’re up xo, so, I do.

			Milo: good morning gorgeous

			Milo: I need to skip painting today, I’m afraid

			Milo: Family shit to handle

			Milo: But I’ll see you later [image: Heart emoji.]

			With that, I gather my clothes and get dressed. I notice Prue left my ring, the one I’d slipped onto her thumb last night, on the table next to my side of the bed. I decide to leave it. It’s hers now, as far as I’m concerned. I cannot give her much, but I can give her that. Something to remember me by when one of us, whoever that may be, decides to leave or end things.

			Because, lately, I’m less and less sure that it’ll be me walking away.

			Tom asked me to help convince his daughter that there’s a great big world out there, and I fear, which shouldn’t be a shock to anyone, that I’ve outdone myself. I can see it behind Prue’s eyes when I tell her stories. In the little creases at their corners, while her smile grows and grows and takes over her face after I name a place I’d love to show her someday. I think she’s imagining herself out of this town for what may be the first time just as I consider the opposite.

			And it feels unkind of me to offer her a menu that Tom may snatch out of her hands when he finally admits the truth. Not that he sees it that way. But I’ve spent enough time with his daughter now to see, clear as day, that she’d be back here on the next flight or bus or train the moment she got the news. She’s loyal. She’s good. She’s decent.

			Unlike me.

			Twenty minutes later, I’m walking up Sef and Nik’s long drive, to find Sef sitting on the front porch, rocking Harper as she nurses. The trees around their house are just starting to turn for the season, the tips of each leaf dusted with golden yellows and browns, threatening to fall.

			I smile to myself, imagining making leaf piles with the kids. Watching them jump in the piles over and over as I stand by with a rake, ready to remake them to cushion their falls. I wonder if they’d like building snowmen too, with their favorite least-favorite uncle. Or, puddle jumping in the spring. I cannot imagine what Sef and Nik will do with all of them during the long summer without school. I bet they’d like jumping off of Prue’s dock. I wonder if they already know how to swim. I could help with that.

			I could.

			“Long time no see,” Sef says softly as I make my way up their front steps. “I was starting to wonder if you’d taken off for good again.”

			I let that jab hit, because I deserve it. “I know,” I say, sighing as I fall into the rocking chair next to hers. I reach out and squeeze the bottom of Harper’s foot that’s sticking out past the blanket she’s wrapped in. “I’ve—”

			“Been avoiding us,” she asserts. Her sweet, gentle smile is still there, as it always is. Sef has the unique ability to go beyond what Aleks can when delivering a hard truth. Sef can make you realize you’re being an asshole while simultaneously making you feel safe, seen, and loved. I’m glad Nik’s kids will have that.

			“Sef, I—”

			“Not judging,” she says, still rocking, still smiling. “I get it.”

			“It’s been a weird fucking week,” I say, then look at baby Harper, panicked. “Shit, sorry! Fu—”

			“Firstly, she’s an infant, so you can swear around her. Secondly, need I remind you that Levi’s first word combination was mother and fucker, thanks to your brother, so I think we’re just fine here.” Sef lifts the baby blanket, wipes milk from Harper’s mouth with its corner, tucks her back in, and then looks toward me with a knowing gaze. “Nik told me what happened at the brewery last week.”

			I push off the floor with both feet, rocking my chair backward. “Yeah?” I don’t know what else to say.

			“He worries about you, Milo. He worries about both of you.”

			I look up to that big, orange-turning tree as a gust of wind passes through it. “I know.” I lick my lips before letting out a long, long breath. “But he’s got enough to worry about,” I say, my eyes held on Harper’s foot. “He needs to let it go.”

			“I think he’s trying to,” she says solemnly. “We’ve been fighting about it, actually.”

			“Please,” I dismiss. “You two don’t fight.”

			“Oh, we do. Have you met your brother? He is the most stubborn-headed man imaginable, and I have quite the temper on me.” She smirks, her eyes turning to crescent moons.

			I let out a soft, distracted laugh.

			“Milo, I’ve been your sister for fifteen years now and I like to think that you and I have always understood each other.”

			I nod fervently. “Of course, Sef. I’m sorry if—”

			“No, I’m not trying to guilt-trip you. I just want to say all of that before this next part. I love you and I understand you, to some degree….” Her lips briefly twitch into a frown, before they smile once more. “But Nik needs closure, Mi. He’s tried to do it on his own. He’s done a fuck ton of therapy, he’s journaled, hell, he’s even tried some weird herbal shit that my loon of a mother recommended to him.”

			She pauses to shush Harper, who’d begun to fuss, and helps her latch once more. “But he needs you now. He needs to talk to the only other people who have lived through what he did. Because he’s got everything he wanted and he’s still so full of regret and shame and pain and—” Sef sniffs as one tear falls down her face, then another. “Sorry. Fucking hormones.”

			“Yeah, me too,” I joke, wiping a tear of my own with the side of my thumb.

			Sef laughs, then swallows thickly as tears continue to slowly stream down her face. “It was me who called in the one-one-nine, Milo. I used mine.”

			“What?”

			“Nik gave me one too, as a wedding gift. And I used mine, to force him to use his.”

			“But you…” I blink rapidly, looking between her and the driveway. “Why?”

			“I needed you and Nads. I needed you here. I need you to love on your brother. I need you all to finally talk. Because I need my husband and the kids need their father present with us, not stuck in the past.”

			My tongue runs along my front teeth, holding behind my lips as more tears break free. “Fuck, Sef, I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t ever apologize to me.” She hits me with a withering, motherly stare. “I’m just glad you came.” She reaches out briefly, placing her hand on the sleeve of my sweater and squeezing just once. “I missed you, kid. And I don’t want to lose you again.”

			“I missed you too.” I did. I missed her. I missed Nik. I missed Nadia. I missed it so much I tried not to name it, not to think of it for so long. Because I knew, deep down, what I’d have to face to really have them back in my life. I knew I’d not be strong enough to say goodbye twice. “I missed you all so much,” I say, holding back more tears as my eyes begin to burn. “Jesus, I’ve been—”

			“No,” she interrupts, shaking her head softly as she continues to rock in her chair. “No more regrets. No more sorries. You’re here now.”

			“I can’t promise I’ll be much help.” I breathe out, falling back into my chair. “But I can try.”

			“Well, why don’t you start the way most emotionally unavailable men would,” Sef says, leaning back into her chair as well. We both stare at the driveway, the wind blowing the early fallen leaves across the grass. “Ask him to grab a beer with you.” She turns to look at me, just as I turn to her, taking in her mischievous smile. “And, thankfully, I know just the place.”

			

			

			 

			After I showered, changed, and grabbed a quick breakfast, I left the house and headed to the brewery. I got to work in the front of the store, stocking the fridges with cans as Nik and Aleks worked together to install their keg system. Eventually, they got it working, so I emptied the last crate and worked up the courage to ask Nik to grab a drink with me when they finished up. He eagerly agreed.

			“So, do we have to pay? Or…?” I ask as Nik grabs us two cans of beer from the storefront’s fridge.

			He places a can onto the counter in front of me before falling onto the stool next to mine with a grunt. The sleeves of his flannel shirt are rolled up to his elbows, revealing the large tattoo he has across his right forearm. Sefina, in a bold script font.

			“Still just the one?” I say, pointing to his arm.

			“Wife or tattoo?” he jokes, cracking open his beer. “Yeah, just the one.”

			“Want any more?” I ask.

			He shakes his head, finishing a long sip. “Nah, I’ll leave that to you.”

			“Right,” I say, opening my beer and drinking. I turn toward the window behind the bar that overlooks the brewery as I look at the can’s label. Ace of hearts, it reads. “I like this one.”

			“Hmm?” Nik says, returning from where he’d drifted off to. “Oh, yeah, me too.”

			I nod, taking another sip. Nik taps his fingertips on the counter as our knees keep time, bouncing at the same pace. Minutes pass in uncomfortable, stretched-out silence.

			“Look,” I say at the exact same time Nik says, “Listen.”

			We both laugh, then I scratch at my brow, bowing to him. “After you.”

			“I was just going to say that…I’m sorry. I tried to force you to open up before you were ready, and I get why you shut me down. I understand not wanting to talk about it. That’s where I was for a long time. But I don’t want us to just”—he sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose—“not talk at all because we can’t talk about the past.”

			“I’m sorry too,” I say before taking a long sip and placing my can down between us. “I’m…” I put my palm flat on the bar, tapping my fingers against the mahogany stain. “Yeah, I’m just really sorry. For a lot of things. For making fun of this,” I say, tapping my fingertip against a coaster that reads MANS Brewery. “For shutting you down when you tried to talk. For not calling more. For not being around. F—” I reach up and scratch next to my ear, an absent-minded distraction as I gather courage. “For never properly thanking you for the role you played in my life.”

			“Oh,” Nik says, shaking his head as his eyebrows push together. “No, no we don’t—”

			“I love you,” I tell him, and let him see with my eyes that I mean it before he turns his face away. “And it’s going to take some time for me to open up. It’s going to take a lot of time, I think, but I’m going to try now. I—” I breathe in, long and slow. “I don’t want to keep running from the shit that happened to us. I don’t want to”—I move a clenched fist up and down the center of my chest, unsure of how to express this dense heaviness I feel there—“keep this shit locked up anymore.”

			“I know,” he tells me, looking downward as he drops his hand on my shoulder. “And I, um”—he shakes himself, patting my shoulder twice before gripping it tightly—“I love you too, brother.” Nik drops his hand, moving to rest it on the bar top.

			“I guess there are some situations that ABBA can’t fix,” I tease, reaching for my beer again.

			Nik’s face twitches, a shy smile appearing as he turns softened eyes under stoic brows toward me. “You remember that?”

			I swallow the last of my beer. “Of course I do,” I tell him. “How could I forget?”

			His lips pout, nodding slowly before taking a swig of his drink. I study him for a silent minute, noticing the subtle, prideful expression he’s wearing as he taps his ring finger against the can in his grasp.

			“I wouldn’t have gotten through half of—” I cut myself off, fearing the other side of that sentence and the memories it could bring in. “Not without you, man. I know you were just a kid too, but you—” I stop speaking when I see his bottom lip quiver. He immediately covers it with his calloused hand.

			“I could’ve done more,” he says, then clears his throat. He throws back his can, finishing it off with a loud swallow. “I should’ve done more. I should’ve never left you two there with them. I know that now.”

			I shake my head, but can’t bring myself to respond to that. Forgiving him for leaving Nads and me behind feels distinctly like forgiving myself for leaving Nads a few years later. And I cannot do that. At least, not yet. “Have you heard from them at all?”

			“Mom and Dad?” he clarifies, and I nod. “No,” he answers, scraping a palm over his chin. “And, honestly, I hope I never do.”

			“Don’t you think we have to forgive them?” I ask. “Isn’t that the only way to release all of this—” I wave my hand over my chest again and that dense, heavy feeling that lives in there.

			“Anger?” Nik suggests. I nod, realizing that’s exactly what it is.

			“I don’t think so, no. My, er, my therapist told me something a few months back that really…well, it stayed with me.” He clears his throat, looking up to the ceiling with squinted eyes. “You can decide someone doesn’t have a seat at your table without hoping that they starve.”

			I look away as I nod slowly, taking it in.

			“I think of it like this,” he says, turning toward me. I meet his gaze. “I am the one who gets to decide who’s in my life now. I don’t have to forgive Mom and Dad, because I doubt I ever could. But I can also decide that I don’t need them to suffer in order for me to move on. And, as it is, I’ve already got a lot of mouths to feed sitting around my table.” He chuckles dryly. “I want them to be my focus, the kids. So, I need to put this shit behind me so I can put them first. Does that make sense?”

			“Yeah,” I say, wishing I had another drink to reach for. “But, like, how? How do we just…”

			“I don’t know, man. But I do know that we didn’t choose to be born to our parents. We certainly didn’t choose for them to hurt us the way they did. I know that it makes me real angry sometimes. I know that there are days where I’d like to drive over there and let them have it. I know that there are moments where I just wish they’d call me and beg for forgiveness too. Mostly, I know now that I have to let all of these feelings run through me, instead of ignoring them. Otherwise, they’ll just rot me from the inside out.”

			“I still want them to hurt,” I confess quietly, mulling over his words. “I think I’m still…there.”

			“That’s okay,” Nik tells me, smiling lopsidedly with a shrugged shoulder. “For now, that’s all right.” He pats my forearm before reaching behind the bar for two sampler glasses and filling them under the beer tap. “We can work on that…. You’ll move past it.”

			I nod, taking the small glass from him as Nik holds his in mid-air between us.

			“First things first.” He tilts his glass closer to mine. “Here is to deciding who sits at our table,” he says, then we cheers.

			“Za Zdorovie,” I say, before drinking it back in one go.

			“I’m happy you’re here, Milo,” Nik says, stepping off his barstool and patting my back as he walks around me with emptied glass in hand, heading toward the back of the bar. “It’d been too long.”

			I hand him my glass when he reaches for it. “Thanks, man. Me too.” And I realize, as I say it, that there’s nowhere else I want to be.

		

	
		
			Twenty-one

			Prue

			Mom’s had a really difficult few days, not wanting to leave bed much at all. I’ve been sitting with her, keeping her company whenever she wants me to, but otherwise I’ve kept myself busy with household tasks and filling more journal pages. Lately, I can’t seem to stop writing.

			That is, whenever Milo’s not distracting me. He had yesterday off and came by early. When I told him Mom wasn’t up for painting, he took it upon himself to fix one of Dad’s broken display tables out front. After that, he puttered around their house fixing whatever he found that needed fixing as I fetched things for Mom, washed dishes, and folded laundry. Now Mom and Dad’s bottom step doesn’t bend when stepped on—and he even made sure to paint the wood he replaced with the same matching blue as the rest of the staircase. Now the downstairs bathroom door can actually lock. And, most notably, the coat hooks by the back door are no longer upside down.

			I kept telling him to stop, kept telling him to sit down or go home, but he never listened.

			But tonight, he’s coming over just for me. Because I am finally ready to check some more items off of our to-do list. Not before another lesson he’s insisting I learn first, however. Which is, admittedly, proving difficult.

			Who knew the art of sexting would be so hard? I don’t even know how or where to start. Milo’s instructions were clear: He’d come over only after I seduced him by text. Apparently, that is considered a type of foreplay for our generation.

			I’ve typed the beginning of a hundred different messages at this point. So, instead, I opt for a picture. I make my way over to my full-length mirror, I angle my body just so, opening my silk robe enough to reveal the thin, lacy fabric along my hip, and I take twenty-two photos before I find one that doesn’t feel totally mortifying to send.

			I hit send with a clenched jaw and squinted eyes. His response is immediate.

			Milo: goddamn

			Milo: hello killer

			I smile at my phone like an idiot.

			Prue: Hi you

			Milo: would it offend you if I made that my background photo on my phone?

			I roll my eyes at his question, but still find myself looking at my photo again with a newfound sense of pride.

			Prue: Go for it. It’s pretty tame.

			Milo: great, because I already did

			Milo: you’re so sexy, Prue

			Milo: send me one I wouldn’t want anyone else to see

			Prue: Feeling possessive, are we?

			Milo: over you? always

			My heart jumps at that one little word from him.

			Prue: Okay, one sec…

			One sec is, in fact, many minutes later. That’s how long it took to get up the courage to send him a photo of me sitting at the end of my bed, my legs spread open, with my toes pointed to the floor. My phone is positioned in front of my face, angled to the side. My robe, now entirely opened, falls off my shoulders and pools along my thighs, not covering an inch of my bra, stomach, or panties.

			Milo: I’m licking the phone

			I laugh out loud typing my reply.

			Prue: You’re insane

			Milo: I’m not fucking kidding, Prudence

			Milo: oh my god

			Milo: this was a bad idea

			Milo: I’m done for

			Prue: You giving in already?

			Prue: No one is stopping you, come on over.

			Prue: Lick me instead.

			Milo: fuck, you’re perfect

			Milo: I’m so hard right now

			My belly reacts to his words, coiling and tightening in response. Then, my whole body comes alive, imagining him touching himself as he looks at these photos.

			Prue: Are you touching yourself?

			Milo: I was trying to be good, I swear

			Prue: And then?

			Milo: I forgot who I was dealing with

			Milo: I couldn’t help myself

			Prue: Tell me something…

			Prue: Does your hand feel as good as mine?

			Milo: you know the answer

			Milo: fuck, at least I hope you do

			Prue: Tell me anyway.

			Milo: no, I want your hands

			Prue: What about my mouth? Does touching yourself feel as good as my mouth on you?

			Milo: not even close

			Milo: fuck now I’m thinking about your mouth on me

			Prue: Funny, so was I

			Milo: tell me more

			Prue: Come find out

			Milo: you make a very persuasive argument

			Removing my robe, bra, and panties, I stand up and take just one photo this time, emboldened by his words. In the photo, I’m turned away from the mirror. All of my hair is down my back, my curls falling to their lowest point just an inch or so above the narrowest part of my waist. My ass is on full view, my legs crossed below the knee, my phone positioned over my shoulder.

			Prue: How’s this for persuasive?

			Milo: holy fuck!!!!!

			Milo: my heart is going to give out

			Milo: your hair drives me fucking wild

			Milo: if you could hear my thoughts right now you would change your door’s combination

			Prue: Tell me

			Milo: trust me, no

			Prue: Trust me, yes

			Milo: I want that sweet ass, killer

			Milo: I want my teeth marks on it

			Milo: I want to leave my handprints on it too

			He types, then stops—those three pesky little dots appearing and disappearing in painful tension.

			I knew deep down what I was doing, sending this particular man this particular photo—my ass on display for him to see, to lust over. It’s selfish. Carnal. I want to offer him up everything he’s ever been gifted by an ex-lover. I want him to want me more than anyone or anything he’s ever, ever wanted. I want him. All of him. Achingly so. Every sensual, desiring, hedonistic part of him. I want to be the one to grant him every dirty fantasy or simple wish.

			Thinking about anyone else seeing this part of him again makes my blood heat, my eyes water, my stomach drop. I know I shouldn’t. I know I don’t have any say over what he does when he leaves this town. I know what we’ve agreed to. But I hate it just the same.

			Prue: Say it

			Milo: it’s not on your list

			Prue: Sexting wasn’t either

			Milo: I want to fuck you every way imaginable, Prue

			Milo: I spend my free moments listing them all off in my head and picturing you there with me

			Milo: so if you’re asking me if I want my cock in your ass, killer, then the answer is yes

			My cheeks heat, my heart pounds as I read his text five, ten, twenty times.

			Milo: but, it’s your pace here

			Milo: your rules

			Milo: I’ll gratefully take anything you’ll give me and never expect more

			Milo: please say something

			Prue: I want to give you more of me.

			Prue: All of me, eventually.

			Prue: But, tonight, let’s start here.

			I send him one last photo of the space between my thighs that aches for him so badly, covered slightly by my hand, two of my fingers pressed against my clit.

			Milo: I’m on my way over

			Milo: don’t you dare fucking move

		

	
		
			Twenty-two

			Milo

			I have never moved faster in my life. I’m Usain Bolt being shot out of a cannon to get to Prue’s door. I punch in the wrong code number to her lock twice before making my heart and hands slow down long enough to get it right.

			Then, all bets are off. I lock the door behind me, kicking off my shoes and tearing off my shirt as I continue running toward the stairs of her loft. I nearly die on them, simultaneously climbing and attempting to take off my sweatpants before giving up and deciding to keep them on until I’m standing in front of her.

			But when I am standing in front of her, somewhat dazed, out of breath, and hot-faced, I cease to exist.

			Prue is a goddess, sitting on the edge of her bed just as I told her to stay. She’s covered in goosebumps, her pale skin lit by the moon from the skylight above. Her hair is wild as ever, falling over her shoulders. And she’s entirely, flawlessly, magnificently bare head to toe. Every inch of her body is available to view and stunning me into silence.

			I cannot help but fall to my knees and crawl over to her, without a word spoken. It’s official, this woman will be the death of me. My rusalka. My killer. My awakening. The love of my fucking life.

			I decide at this moment to no longer care about what may come. That this, whatever she allows us to be, will fulfill and sustain me for the rest of my days. That I’ll live a thousand lives between her sheets, in her presence, with her laughter, if she’ll let me. Damn the rest of the world. Damn everyone else. She is where I want to be and I’ll build my life next to hers, if she wants me to.

			Hell, I might do it anyway.

			“Why was that so hot?” she whispers, once I’ve crawled to her feet and rise to place myself between her knees.

			I kiss her from knee to thigh to inner thigh, my hands gripping on to the wooden base of her bed until it creaks under my grasp. She moans, tossing her head back as my eyes flick up to see her face.

			“Can I taste you?” I ask, already approaching with my tongue dragging along her skin.

			“Yes,” she whispers.

			I don’t waste another moment, pressing my thumbs into the soft flesh of her inner thighs to push her legs farther apart. I breathe in the sweet, meadowy scent of her pussy before I swirl my tongue on every inch of available skin, already glistening with her arousal. This taste, her taste, is a salve to both my swollen tongue and weary heart—a heady, salty yet sweet flavor belonging only to Prue. I cannot help but moan pathetically when I press the tip of my tongue inside of her and feel her pulsate around me, giving me more of her sweet nectar.

			My hands find the skin of her hips, curling around them in a desperate grip, tugging her closer to the edge of the bed, nearer and nearer to me until a portion of her weight is supported by my shoulders and I feel properly suffocated by her.

			God, to die like this would be a dream come true.

			“Mi,” she hiccups, tightening her hold in my hair. I growl in response, knowing she wants me to slow down. “Mi, it-i-it’s too mmm-much.”

			She knows what to do if she needs me to stop, we’ve said it every time we’ve been together in the past few weeks. Two taps and I’ll stop. I glance up to her, seeing the reddish hue across her tits, neck, and cheeks that makes my cock twitch in my pants. Push through it, I tell her with my eyes.

			“Fuuuck!” She squeezes out the word, high-pitched and aching as I relentlessly fuck her with my tongue. “I’m coming!” she cries, both hands pulling at my hair as I glance up at her, watching as she comes undone. Seeing her like this, panting and pink and ringing out like a bell, is a gift I’ll never deserve. But I will try to earn it.

			I kiss her everywhere, softly brushing my lips over her as she shakes, writhes, and begins to come down. I lick up the crease of her thighs, the wet flesh of her cunt, and every other spot below her waist that I dream of night after night, until she pulls me upward with that ever-tightening grip on my hair.

			I don’t go willingly but when she tugs me upright, my back straight, on bent knees, my face perfectly lines up with her tits. I thank whatever god designed us both, and her bed too, for that. She cradles my head in both arms when I suck her nipple between my lips, flicking it with my tongue.

			“So good.” She mewls. Then, releases a whiny, shaking, quiet moan as she strokes my hair.

			My girl really does love having her tits played with.

			I give them all of my attention until I notice one of her hands is missing from the back of my head and has found its place between her thighs. I eagerly watch her toy with her clit while I kiss, flick, bite, and suck at every part of her breast. My hand is draped along her jaw and neck as she sucks my thumb into her mouth and moans around it.

			“You’re a dirty little slut, aren’t you? Just like me. You may have everyone fooled, making them all think you’re so sweet and innocent, but I know better, Prue. I see you. I see how badly you want it. You’re insatiable. I fuckin’ love it. I love—” I say aloud, caught up and beyond controlling the words spilling free. I’ll have to be careful or else three far more dangerous words could easily spill out as well. “You want my cock, don’t you, Killer?”

			She nods, nipping at the tip of my thumb with a devious smirk. We make eye contact as I bite down on the side of her breast, sucking as much of her flesh into my mouth as I can. She hisses, exhaling a quickened breath as her eyes drift shut. I remove my thumb from her mouth and bring my hand slowly to the base of her throat.

			“Get me ready,” she commands. I feel her deep swallow against my palm. “Touch me.”

			I release her nipple with a wet pop, move to stand, then remove my sweatpants as she watches me with lust-filled eyes. As soon as I’m naked, I reach down to lift her into my arms, one hand under her knees and the other along her back. Prue giggles, smiling up at me as she braces for me to toss her onto the bed as I have so many times now. But, instead, I curl her in close to me, covering every inch of her face with kisses as I move onto my knees on the mattress. I lay her down softly, then brush her hair out of her face before pressing my lips to hers.

			We kiss like it’s all we need, our mouths and noses pressed against each other with such force that I struggle to catch my breath. I come alive, feeling the fullness of her lips, the scrape of her teeth, the effortlessly coordinated give-and-take of tongues that riles me up like nothing else.

			“Jesus, Prue…” I sigh against her lips. “You’re—”

			“Ready,” she interrupts me, twisting and arching underneath me to bring me closer. Both of her hands press on my shoulder blades, attempting to meld our chests to each other as she winds her hips against mine. “Give it to me.”

			“Slow down, Killer,” I say between her feverish kisses on my neck, stealing my words. She drags a hand down the side of my abdomen toward my hip, her short fingernails teasing between soft and sharp. “Love,” I choke out when she wraps her perfect hand around my cock. “Prue,” I correct, “you’re not ready for me yet.”

			“Mmm,” she moans, twisting so my tip lines up with her entrance. I can feel how wet she is, and any moron could see how desperate she is as she mindlessly moves to bring me nearer, closer, inside of her.

			“Prue, wait,” I tell her, pressing my lips to her jaw. “Let me, okay?” I lower my weight onto my forearm next to her, then grab her wrist with my free hand and squeeze it until she releases. “It’ll feel better this way,” I promise, then feel a surge of urgency. “God, I’m going to make you feel so, so good.”

			“Promises, promises,” she whispers, her hands falling onto the pillow next to her, palms up. I raise myself, look up and down her perfect, relaxed body, totally bare and malleable. I realize that Prue trusts me, which is exactly what we’ve been working toward, but I want more.

			Prue trusts me with her body, but could she trust me with her heart too?

			“You’re perfect,” I tell her, letting my fingers drift from her lips to neck to chest to belly to the most tender, needy part of her. I drag two fingers over her clit, soliciting a gasp from her, and then bring them to my mouth, coating them in my saliva before pressing them against her entrance. “Yes?” I ask.

			“Yes,” she whispers in a breath.

			I slide two fingers in slowly, letting her adjust as I’ve done a few times now. The feel of her is maddening—the ridges of her are tight and so, so sensitive. I let Prue lead, only spreading my fingers wider apart when she starts to rock her hips and moan against my shoulder.

			“More?” I ask and she nods, kissing my biceps before, with a soft moan, she rolls her neck the other way. I love how freely she gives herself over to pleasure. It’s genuinely beautiful. I’ve drawn her orgasms from memory dozens of times now, the look of pure bliss that comes as she does is a mesmerizing sight.

			I turn my wrist, curling my fingers upward to tap against the underside of her clit, and the reactive nerve endings that live there. Prue starts soaking my fingers and palm, writhing next to me and whimpering whenever her lips aren’t stuck between her teeth.

			Prue whines when I remove myself, but I don’t make her wait long before I press three fingers against her entrance and help her stretch around them.

			“Mmm,” she releases, her torso tensing.

			“Should I stop?”

			“No,” she says quickly, her expression taut before she takes a sharp inhale.

			“Good job, Killer,” I whisper. “Breathe through it.”

			After a few deep breaths shared between us, she relaxes once more, and I ease into her as gently as I’m able. “How does that feel?” I ask, holding as still as I can manage once all three fingers are fully seated inside of her.

			“Tight,” she responds, her eyes blinking open and finding mine. “But…good.”

			I kiss her forehead, then her eyelid closest to me as it drifts closed once more. “Perfect,” I whisper against her cheek, pressing my forehead to hers as I start to slide my fingers in and out of her. “Tell me to stop if you need me to.”

			“Don’t stop,” she says hoarsely, craning her neck to kiss me.

			Her lips are swollen and warm and the second I slide my tongue against them my heart begs to leap out of my chest and live next to hers. We kiss in a way I’ve never kissed anyone before. Like two bodies fusing together. Like two souls searching for a lifeline. Slow and purposeful and yet totally without thought.

			It’s not until she breaks our kiss to cry out that I even realize she is coming. And the guttural sound she makes, primal and raw, promises to play in my memory forever.

			I press kisses to her cheek and neck while her breathing slows. When she’s fully present with me, her eyes open once more, looking toward me with expectation, I remove my fingers and immediately wrap them around my dick, coating myself in her release. I can’t help but attempt to feel her wetness there, knowing there will be a condom between us soon.

			“Do you need some time?” I ask. “Or to stop? We can end here.”

			“No,” she whispers, shaking her head softly as I tuck hair behind her ear. Prue turns so her lips find my wrist, and she holds them there, whispering her next words into my veins so I hear them everywhere. “I want you to be my first, Milo.”

			I am the luckiest bastard alive. Yet, I cannot help but instinctively wish to hear her say and last too. Apparently, I’m the most selfish bastard as well.

			“How do you want it to be?” I ask her, rubbing my thumb along the underside of her cheekbone, taking in how gorgeous she is, how right being with her feels.

			“Face-to-face,” she answers. “Unless you didn’t mean position, then, I guess, just, um, lovely?”

			“Lovely?” I ask her, unable to conceal my crooked smile.

			“What? Is that silly?”

			“No, no, it’s just not the word I was expecting.”

			“Well, the word gentle doesn’t feel right, and I don’t really know how I’ll like it, right? I, I just want to feel, well, I want it to feel like you and I, I don’t know, like we do, or we could—”

			I cut her rapidly spiraling words off with a delicate kiss, my chest squeezing upon her last word too tightly to allow her to go on. “Lovely,” I repeat. “Easy,” I whisper before kissing her again. “So easy.”

			We kiss until we lose ourselves once more, then, I reach toward the nightstand for the unopened box of condoms she’s had out for a few weeks now. I open the package, take out a purple foil wrapper, and open it with my teeth before turning onto my back and rolling it on. Prue watches me, clearly fascinated, with a hand in her hair and her elbow against the mattress propping her up.

			“You can do it next time,” I tell her. “If you want to try.”

			She nods eagerly, reaching out toward my hip. I notice her press her fingertip onto the tattoo there, the one in her writing, as she has a few times now. I want to ask why she keeps looking at it as if she’s afraid the ink will somehow fade away. I want to tell her that I plan on adding her initials underneath it as soon as I can. But I do neither.

			Instead, I turn my head to face her, the tips of our noses nearly brushing once she lowers herself onto the same pillow. We stare into each other’s eyes for what is probably seconds, but feels more like minutes. “Are you ready?” I ask her.

			“Ready,” she assures me, resting her palm on my cheek. “Are you?”

			No, something deep within me cries out. No, because I’m already deeply, hauntingly, in love with you and I’m afraid. I’m afraid of you…What you could choose to do or not do with this exposed, inexperienced heart of mine. “Yes,” I answer anyway.

		

	
		
			Twenty-three

			Prue

			Milo strokes himself twice as he sits on bent knees between my legs. Then, he reaches onto my bedside table once more for the small bottle of lube I bought at the pharmacy alongside the condoms. He pours it out onto his fingers, closes the bottle, then tosses it aside. He then strokes himself once more, coating the condom with the lubricant. Quickly after that, he uses it on me, making sure he warms it in his hands before pressing it to my entrance. I like the sensation of it, the slight cool of it against my already sore, heated flesh.

			Then he lowers himself over me and kisses me once more.

			I get lost in our kiss, as I always seem to. My hands dig into his hair while my teeth ache to be let loose on his lips. My tongue glides with his like a well-choreographed, memorized dance. Milo’s kisses are the kind of thing poems are written about. And I intend to write some of my own.

			Eventually, Milo adjusts his hold to spread my legs wider. I hook my knees around him, the heels of my feet pressing into the backs of his thighs. Then, he presses his forehead against mine, reminds me to breathe, and positions himself against my entrance.

			I take a deep breath, as told, but my heart begins pounding in my chest just the same. I feel myself tense all over, the awareness of which only makes me do it more.

			“Hey,” Milo says, pressing a kiss to my nose. “Open your eyes for me,” he whispers tenderly.

			I do, only to realize I’d had them shut so tightly my eyelids had started to tremble.

			“You’re safe.” He reminds me of what I already know, his dark eyes finding mine. “Stay here with me.” I look into his eyes, now so familiar and yet still breathtaking, and nod. “We’re going to do this together,” he says solemnly.

			“I’m ready,” I say, hoping my body hears the words and relaxes some.

			“It might hurt a little at first, that’s normal. If it hurts too much, let me know and we will stop right away. I will never hurt you, Prue.”

			“I really want this,” I reassure him. “And I do trust you.”

			“I know, beautiful. It’s okay. You’re doing everything right.”

			“Thank you,” I whisper shyly as I nod, my lips parting on a soft gasp as he begins to press the tip of his erection inside of my entrance.

			“I should be thanking you,” he says, smirking. The smirk, his usual carefree, teasing expression, sets me at ease some more. “I am the luckiest man alive to be here with you,” he says, gliding himself farther in by the smallest amount. “This time with you has been”—his voice cuts when he slides in some more, and his eyes roll back ever so slightly—“incredible.” He finishes his words with a sigh.

			I force a deep breath, feeling my lungs contract from his words and the pinching, stretching sensation between my legs.

			“You are…” Milo adjusts his weight over me, then wraps one of his arms under my shoulders, his hand moving to grasp the top of my arm. “The most beautiful,” he says as he slides deeper, “generous,” deeper still, “kindhearted,” deeper still, “funny,” deeper still, “talented,” almost there, “person I’ve ever met.” His voice trembles as he brings our bodies as close as they physically can be.

			“Oh…” I shudder, tilting my head back as he lowers his face toward mine. His forehead falls against my jaw, and he breathes into my neck as we both seem to adjust to the feeling of being so wholly connected. I can feel him deep inside of me, my lower stomach clenched and heavy as my muscles quiver and flutter around him.

			Milo whispers something in Russian two or maybe three times. While I don’t fully hear him, or understand it, I can sense the phrase’s heaviness all the same when he curls himself into me and breathes like he too can feel the axis of the world shifting from underneath my bed.

			I wrap my arms around him, linking my fingers against the middle of his back and holding him tightly. “Is it…” I start to speak, then fall silent after a moan as he rolls his hips against me. “Is it always like this?” I ask, digging my fingertips into the sharp edge of his shoulder blade. Despite the cool autumn air outside, warmth continues to fill the room. A bead of sweat makes its way down next to my ear, my entire body heating to what feels like a dangerous degree.

			“Never,” he answers sternly, rocking into me once more with his grip tightened on my shoulder and hip. “It has never been like this for me.”

			“Oh,” I say, unconsciously licking my lips as my eyes drift closed. “Oh,” I repeat, feeling Milo carve his name against parts of me previously left untouched. “Oh,” I begin to chant with each of his long, languid, rolling thrusts, over and over and over again.

			“That’s it,” he whispers in my ear, his cheek pressed against mine. “That’s my girl.” He angles his hips, hitting a new spot that makes me cry out in his steadfast hold. “Tonight is all about you. Take anything you want from me.” He says it as if he’s offering up more than sex. Like he’d hand me his heart or soul if I asked him to.

			God, I want to ask.

			“Yesss…” I whimper, feeling the good kind of pressure in my lower belly build toward something new and daunting. But I trust Milo to take me there, wherever it may be. I really, really trust him. “Milo, it feels so good.”

			“I know, Killer. I’m here with you. You feel unbelievable. You’re doing so, so well. Are you ready for more or not yet?”

			“Yes, please,” I answer, quietly. “Milo”—his name is a plea—“I…I’m so glad it’s you.”

			He roars wordlessly, a rolling, deep, appreciative moan from the back of his throat set free.

			“Thank you,” I tell him as he begins fucking me at a steady pace, softly sliding out but urgently returning with thrusts that echo throughout my bedroom. As my pleasure builds to what feels like a point of no return, I have no choice but to offer up one more foolishly hopeful truth.

			“I-I feel like yours,” I whisper while he sucks the skin above my collarbone into his mouth.

			Milo’s forearm under my neck flexes, tightening his hold across my shoulders. He buries his face into my neck, breathing shakily. “Fuck, Prue. Say that again,” he says, his voice low and uneven.

			“I feel like yours,” I repeat, beginning to tremble.

			Milo presses his bared teeth into the side of my jaw with a heady groan. “Again,” he commands.

			“Yours,” I whisper a dozen times, my voice far-off and entranced, as he nips and bites at my jaw, releasing loud, greedy moans in my ear.

			“Fuck, Prue.” Milo slams into me, retrieving a high-pitched squeal from me. He rotates the angle of his hips once more, tilting upward to pierce a deep, deep part of me I’d not previously known.

			I whine out his name, my chest too tight to take a full breath.

			“You tell me to stop if you need me to,” he says, retreating slightly just to rut into me once more. “I’m—”

			“Don’t you dare stop.” I cut him off with my tongue against his lips, begging to be let in. I cannot contain this feeling. This urgent desperation for more. I need more of him, everywhere. His tongue, his dick, his hands. I need him closer, somehow. Closer than my own skin.

			Milo matches my needy chaos, our wet, sloppy kiss turning feral as he continues to fuck me over the edge of mindless oblivion.

			“Yes!” I cry out, then cut myself off as I bite down into his shoulder.

			Milo groans out in pain and then releases a breathy laugh.

			“Shit, I’m sorry,” I say, removing my teeth.

			“Don’t be,” he whispers raggedly, his wild eyes finding mine. “You’re my fuckin’ dream girl. Give in to all of it, Prue. Feel everything. Let me hear you. Feel you.”

			A smile overtakes my face, quickly bent out of shape by a burst of pleasure as he drives into me once more.

			“Oh, you like hearing that?” he teases, his voice cool in striking contrast to his stern expression. “That you’re the woman of my dreams?”

			“Yes, yes I do,” I tell him between panting breaths as that coiled ring of pleasure continues to twist and wind inside of my lower belly, threatening to spring free.

			He hums darkly, sliding his lips against mine as he crooks his hips once more, pausing to let me catch my breath after impact. “I’ve never wanted anyone like this…Never—”

			I tried to keep it in, truly, but the jittering moan escapes anyway, cutting him off. I feel myself climb one rung farther up the ladder toward what seems to be a newfound type of euphoria.

			“That’s it, Killer. You’re so close.” Milo kisses a tear falling down my cheek. “Prue, you’re perfect,” he says hoarsely. “Your pussy is fucking strangling me. Does it feel good? Show me.”

			I inhale, sharp and urgent, before I release a moan from the back of my throat.

			“Yes, Prue, there we go! Let it all out for me. I’ve got you. C’mon, baby, give it to me. I can feel you about to come around my cock. It feels so fucking good. You’re doing such a good job.”

			I gasp raggedly, struggling to inhale as my muscles go taut and a broken version of his name falls past my lips.

			“Good fucking girl,” Milo growls, holding my hip down with his flattened palm as I begin to writhe and tremble. “Let yourself feel it, gorgeous. Feel everything….”

			I yell out, my climax taking over and stealing the breath from my lungs. I shatter underneath him, and he holds me steady as he fucks me through what feels like a never-ending wave of ecstasy.

			Milo moans, rutting into me as his movements become short and sporadic. “One day…” he says, his breathing louder than his voice. “I’m going to fuck this pussy full of come,” he whispers, as if to himself, then stills and tenses all over, groaning out through bared teeth.

			With panting breaths, our lips meet again, kissing feverishly as we both fight to take in the air we so desperately need. The kiss turns lazy and languid, brushing lips and soft tongues melding in the dark.

			“That was…” I whisper as he grips my face tightly, his thumb next to the corner of my bottom lip as he presses another kiss there.

			“Please find the right word,” he begs, brushing his thumb under my lip as he continues to catch his breath. “Because I know I won’t be able to.”

			“Words? What are words?” I joke, brushing a lock of hair away from his forehead.

			He stares at me—really stares at me. With eyes equal parts mesmerized and wounded. Like how someone stares in the ten seconds before they say something big, revealing, and uncharacteristically vulnerable. I brace for it. I prepare my heart to hear the three words I’ve been foolishly imagining him saying to me for weeks now.

			But, instead, he reaches into my hair, plucks an imaginary pin from above my ear, and mimes putting it into our ever-filling board of things we won’t, or shouldn’t, talk about, to his left.

			And, despite the way my stomach drops, I know it’s for the better.

			So, I hold his eye contact and do the same in return, reaching into his ’stache to remove a pin of my own and placing it next to the spot where he had placed his as our shared gaze holds the weight of all the things we’re not saying.

			I think it’s as close as we’ll ever get to admitting how we feel. We are just two afraid people in a dimly lit room agreeing with our eyes that no good can come from offering these pesky feelings to each other.

			That once spoken, those words would only make the memories of our time together hurt more when we have to say goodbye. And we will have to say goodbye.

			I’m new to it, sure, but I know love when I see it. Love has surrounded me all my life. Love has danced in my kitchen and mowed the lawn and painted back steps and tucked me into bed since I was a child. And there’s no denying that look in Milo’s eyes. Mine either, no doubt. Reflecting this cracked-open, yet overflowing sensation in my chest like golden, warm honey coating every muscle, bone, organ, and vessel.

			We both sigh, somehow in tandem, then Milo kisses my chin before he removes himself and rolls onto his back next to me on the bed. We both lie flat, staring up at the stars through the skylight above, our breathing in perfect unison. He reaches for my hand in the dark, without a word, and holds on to it tightly.

			With tears in my eyes, I smile up at the moon. Because I, Prudence Welch, against all odds, have fallen in love. Love waltzed into my tiny town, found my very doorstep, let himself in, and miraculously managed to find me in a home I’ve never left.

			So, yes, Milo and I are in love.

			And, no, we’ll probably never admit it to each other.

			But how wonderful and tragic and lucky is that?

		

	
		
			Twenty-four

			Milo

			It has occurred to me, more than a few times and somewhat against my will, that I am irrevocably in love with Prue. Like the moment I put an extra spoonful of broccoli on my plate at dinner last week, for example. Or the many times I’ve walked past Bertha in the driveway once her two-week vacation was up and chose to drive into town in Nik’s van instead. Or when I checked my blood pressure at the pharmacy last week. I’d never worried about living longer until I met someone I wanted to live a long life with.

			But none of those moments hold a candle to last night’s realization. Not even close.

			Because last night, as far as I’m concerned, was the last night of my life as I’d known it. Looking into Prue’s eyes, recognizing the familiar fear and excitement in them—it changed everything for me.

			As Mr. Welch said, there is a moment it dawns on you that there will be a before and an after someone—and I felt that fall into place last night in a way I could no longer ignore, even if I wanted to.

			So, if today is the first day of my new life, I want it to start as soon as possible. Which means I have a difficult conversation ahead of me.

			I kiss Prue’s wrist that’s laid out on the pillow next to me and say the words I had whispered against her skin last night once more. “Я тебя люблю.” I love you. Then, I get dressed and make my way outside.

			I knock on Welch’s front window, forty minutes before the store is set to open, and Tom gives me a thumbs-up before jogging through the aisles to unlock the door and let me inside.

			“Good day, son,” he greets me, holding the door open with a wide smile. “Are you coming or going this morning?”

			“Staying,” I answer bluntly, then shake myself, brushing past him to step inside. “Sorry. Good morning, sir.” Tom shuts the door behind me as I cross my arms in front of my chest, looking up to the ceiling and another broken sign I should offer to fix hanging over the produce. “Tom, I—”

			“Oh boy…” He interrupts me, then sighs. “I had a feeling this might be coming,” he says, hands on his hips as he nods slowly, his eyes held over my shoulder. “Let me guess, you’re here to tell me you’ve decided to stay put in this little town of ours.”

			“Yes.”

			“Because of my daughter?”

			“Yes, and also my—well, yes.”

			“And you’ve made up your mind?”

			I nod. “Yes, sir.”

			He scratches the side of his nose. “I was worried you’d say that.”

			“I want to tell her.” A dry, exhausted sort of laugh breaks free. “No, actually, I need to tell her. And I’m sorry if that messes up your plan and I’m sorry if that means she’ll not really consider leaving but, honestly, I don’t think Prue has truly thought of leaving you or Mrs. Welch for a second, anyways.” I swallow quickly before continuing. “And I can help too, sir. I can run the store, or help Mrs. Welch, and help Prue with…all of it. I can help. I can keep things the same for her. I can make it so, s-so, so she gets what she wants. You can all stay here. Together.”

			“But, that’s the thing, son. She doesn’t know what she wants,” Tom argues. “And you and I shouldn’t be making that decision for her.”

			“Sir, that is exactly what we’re doing!” I shout, then turn my face downward, running a hand through my hair and tugging at the ends. “Sorry, just…You need to tell her too, about your…” I close my eyes briefly, knowing how much it’ll hurt Prue to have not known. “She has a right to know. She deserves to know.”

			“And what do you stand to gain from me telling her that I’m sick, hmm?” Tom fires back, studying me with a crooked gaze as he picks up a clipboard off the shelf and tucks it under his arm. “She’ll be trapped here by guilt, made to stay again, continuing to put her life on hold, but maybe that’s what you want? Because you’ll be here too. The only man in town who’s ever caught her attention, willing to help her keep her head barely above water.”

			My chest rises in defiance. “I want her,” I say, pointing toward the direction of the A-frame with my arm extended at my side. “And if she wants me too, well, that’d be fantastic! The best thing to happen to me, bar none. But that doesn’t actually matter. The only thing that matters is that staying here is her decision to make and she can’t make an informed decision without all the information. The information you and I are both holding back from her.”

			“Then tell me, since you seem to know everything, how do I look my only child in the eye and tell her I can’t look after her properly anymore? That she has struck out in the parents department? That two of us are falling apart?” He laughs brokenly, his lips quivering. “Tell me! Since you make it sound so easy!” Tom’s jaw trembles as he walks over to the check-out counter, then leans over it, holding himself up with his forearms on the desk as he begins to weep into his hands.

			I shift my weight from one foot to the other, folding and unfolding my arms in front of my chest. This is, undoubtedly, the most uncomfortable I’ve ever been. Yet, I don’t feel like running, as I normally would. I wait, trying to find the right words or timing when I doubt it’ll ever come, and when I can no longer stand there listening without saying something, I speak. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to imply that it would be easy to—”

			“No, no,” Tom says softly, rubbing his forehead with an open palm. “No, Milo…It’s…It’s me who should be apologizing.”

			I approach slowly, stopping to stand next to the shelf of mostly outdated magazines at the end of the counter. “I know she’s your daughter, and you want to take care of her, but…Prue is strong. She’s tough as nails. I mean, shit, she scared the crap out of me when I first met her and she’s practically half my size. She’ll handle whatever life throws at her. And she loves you. She loves the both of you so deeply because you—” I choke, then clear my throat. “Because you gave her such a good life. You were good to her. Let her be good to you.”

			“That’s not her job,” Tom says.

			“No, but it’s what we do for the people we love. We step in. We show up.”

			“It’s such a mess,” he says, standing. He rolls his eyes at himself, wiping the last remnants of tears away as he chuckles under his breath. Then, he turns toward me. “It was never supposed to be this way.”

			“I know, sir. I’m sorry.” We exchange weary glances until Tom cocks his head to look at me, taking me in at a new angle.

			“You’re good at that, you know.”

			“What?” I ask.

			“Stepping in. Showing up, like you said.”

			I shake my head. “No, I—”

			“You’re here, aren’t you? For your brother and his family?”

			I nod.

			“And that’s going well?”

			“Er, yeah, I mean—”

			“And my wife…You’ve shown up for her.”

			“Well, Mrs. Welch is—”

			“And me, and”—he pauses, pointing upward to the fixed arrow sign above the cash register—“my shop.”

			“Right but—”

			“And now Prue.” He nods, a small smile tugging at his lips. “You’ve shown up for her today. It took a lot of courage to come in here, to set me right, I’m sure. And you make her happy, Milo. She’s been so much happier lately. I didn’t want to admit it fully because, well, not much else has changed, has it? She’s still here, still working away taking care of her mother and me…. But she’s happy.”

			“That’s all I could ever want.”

			“You should be proud of yourself, мой сын.” My son.

			I nod, stunned, as my throat tightens and my eyes widen.

			“I will tell her after the opening on Friday, okay? I don’t see any good reason to ruin a party.” He walks over to the storage closet, fetching a sign from the back of it. I watch him walk over to the door, place the Closed for the Day sign on it, and smile back at me over his shoulder. “Until then, why don’t you let Prue know she can have today off. I’d like to spend the day with my wife.”

			I nod again, though disappointment hits when I realize I’ll have to wait another five days to tell Prue what I want and how I feel. I can’t do any more half-truths. I want all my cards laid out on the table at once. And I can’t tell her how I’m willing to change my life to fit hers before she knows her life is about to change too.

			“Okay, sir.” I walk toward the door as he holds it open for me. “I’ll let her know.”

			“And Milo?” he says as I get two steps outside and stand under the early-morning October sun.

			“Yeah?”

			“Your shirt is on inside out.”

			I look down to see the shirt’s label on my chest, realizing it’s also on backward.

			“I left rather urgently,” I admit, smiling sheepishly. “Thank you for hearing me out, sir.”

			“Anytime.” Tom laughs, looking down at my shirt once more before shutting the door and locking it in place.

			I set off to the back of the property, toward the A-frame and the woman inside of it whom I love.

		

	
		
			Twenty-five

			Prue

			After sex, when Milo pulled me in close and his sentences began to scatter as though half of his words were being spoken in a dream, I lay awake and watched him fall asleep.

			I wrote poetry that I don’t fully remember now that it’s morning. Sonnets about his eyelashes, the dip of his cupid’s bow, the scent of his skin, the texture of his hair, the overwhelmingly large size of his heart and how I wish I could live inside of it.

			I imagined all the worlds in which he would stay. Not just in my bed, but in this pass-through town, forever. I script hundreds of different endings to our story. Some of them are happy, others sad, but in each of them I gave us more time.

			I wondered if I’ll miss him the most when I find myself in the arms of another man someday. If my bones will cry out for him. I tried to convince myself that I won’t. That my body will feel as perfectly designed to fit against another man as it does with Milo. I failed and repeated this step many times.

			Deep in my soul I know that if someone were to ask me to be their wife someday, my first thoughts would be of Milo. Not wondering if he’d be coming back, because I can’t afford that hope, but instead what he’d think of it all. If he would like the man down on one knee. If he would laugh at his jokes or find him handsome or think he was worth my time.

			I’m terrified that I could go on to have a full life with a marriage, children, and even grandchildren, but my last breaths would be spent with the memory of Milo asleep on my chest.

			And I reminded myself, over and over, how lucky I am to have found love. Even if it cannot stay. Even if I cannot follow. Even if it must come to an end.

			And when I woke up this morning, one thought stuck with me: At least it won’t end today.

			“C’mon, wake up,” Milo says once more, kissing my shoulder.

			“I’m awake, I already told you that,” I grumble into my pillow.

			“Your eyes are closed, Prue.”

			“You cannot prove that.”

			He laughs, poking my forehead. “Come on, Killer. Rise and shine.”

			“Dad hasn’t called yet, why would I get up?”

			“Actually, your dad told me to tell you that you can have today off.”

			That gets me to open my eyes. I find Milo, hovering over me, sporting a crooked smirk and tousled hair. “Milo…Did you sneak out of my bed and talk to my father this morning?”

			“Yep.”

			“To what? Let him know the good news? Raise the flags, the king’s daughter has been deflowered!” I laugh, exasperated just the same.

			“What?” He laughs. “No! Cool it, weirdo.” He kisses the tip of my nose. “I just bumped into him, that’s all.”

			I sit up, nearly knocking him off the bed as I fight to cover myself with the sheet. “Bumped? Was he in here?”

			“No.” He sits up, crossing his arm over my lap and resting his fist next to my hip to support his weight. “No, I went over to the main house to make sure everyone was okay.”

			“All right…And?”

			“What?”

			“Well, was everyone okay?”

			“Yeah,” he answers. “I’d have told you otherwise.”

			I lean back against my headboard, eyeing him skeptically. “You’re not telling me something, though…. What else have you been up to on this early-morning adventure of yours?”

			Milo reaches to pull yet another invisible pin out of the pillow behind me but I stop him before he can put it into our corkboard, grabbing his wrist in a tight hold. “We’ve got to stop doing that.”

			“Yeah, you’re telling me,” he mumbles, pretending to toss the pin aside.

			“Milo…What is it? No more secrets.”

			“I just went to check in, I swear,” he says, placing a hand on his heart. “And you’re not hearing the good news, clearly. We”—he smirks devilishly, his hand bunching the fabric of the sheet against my waist—“have all day”—he leans in, kissing me softly just once as he begins to pull the sheet off me—“to do whatever we’d like.”

			“Nothing on for you today?” I ask, grabbing the sheet and pulling it up over my chest.

			“Nope,” he says, popping the p as he attempts to tug the sheet free from my grasp.

			“You’re sure? Nik’s all set?”

			“We’re waiting on a small delivery but other than that, we’re ready for Friday. I even took the liberty of booking us a band.”

			I stop him from kissing me with a disingenuous glare. “Please don’t tell me—”

			“I hired your dad and John, yes,” he interrupts, smirking wickedly. “I didn’t exactly make them audition…should I be worried?”

			“You are such a kiss ass!”

			“Yeah, well, sue me. I have a thing for his daughter,” Milo says, leaning in to kiss my neck. “Who is apparently playing hard to get right now…”

			“Yes, so very hard to get.” I lean back, allowing him more room as he swirls his tongue around my pulse point.

			“Good thing I like to work for it.” When he tugs on the sheet this time, I let him take it away. He tosses it onto the floor next to my bed.

			“Good thing,” I say, feeling the cool morning air greet my breasts. “I do have a long list of items left to check off….”

			Milo pulls me down in the bed until I’m flat on my back, then presses tender kisses to the marks he’s left on my breasts. “Oh, yeah? What’s next on my girl’s to-do list?”

			I struggle against him at first, twisting my hips and pushing on him as he laughs at me. But, eventually, Milo gives in and lets me roll him onto his back. I straddle him, feeling the sensitive flesh of my inner thigh brush against the waistband of his sweatpants. “I thought we could start here,” I say, grinding down on him.

			“You’re not too sore?” he asks gently, his gaze drifting back and forth between my eyes, hips, and tits as his hands hold on to my waist.

			“No,” I answer, not entirely truthfully. “But that’s probably because we did it only once.”

			Milo’s smirk grows wider, his expression lighting with excitement. “Is that a challenge I hear, Killer?”

			I bite my lip, letting it go with a flick as Milo traces the shape of my mouth with hooded eyes. “Maybe,” I whisper coyly.

			“Because if you want me to fuck you so hard you’ll feel me inside of you well into next week, I will.” He drops his hands lower, reaching to grab my ass. His fingertips dig into my skin as his eyes burn into mine. “Just say the word.”

			I giggle, matching his unwavering stare and smirking back at him. Brushing my hand over the morning scruff lining his jaw, I stop to drag my thumb across his bottom lip. “Word.”

			Thirty minutes later, I’ve ridden out the last remnants of my second orgasm and am starting to wonder how much longer I can last. Honestly, I didn’t know being on top would be such a workout.

			“What…about…you?” I ask between panting breaths, fighting to keep my eyes open as one singular bead of sweat makes its way down the center of my back. “What do you need? What can I do?”

			Milo grunts, lifting his hips so I fall forward, my tits pressing into his chest. “Just this,” he says, burying his fingers into my hips, dragging me against him so I take him deeper. “God, only ever this. You’re a natural, Killer.”

			“I had a good teacher,” I tease as I move one hand to his face. Milo hooks two of my fingers into his mouth and moans as he sucks them. “Tell me what to do,” I whisper, rocking myself against him. “I want to be…” I let the vulnerable thought die on my tongue, but Milo seems to hear it anyway. I want to be the best you’ve ever had.

			“This is perfect,” he tells me adamantly. “You are perfect.”

			I learn then that it’s easier to believe kind truths under the darkness of night, when sprawled out and chasing release. In the light of the day, when naked and visible and the urge to hide away is so much stronger, I struggle to trust him. Milo has had so many lovers. Most, I’d bet, far more experienced than me.

			How many of them has he loved? Why did I never ask before it would be too revealing?

			“Hold still,” he says, firm hands stopping my hips from moving. “What’s happening here? Why do you look so sad?”

			“I’m not,” I say, turning my face away. He immediately grabs my chin and turns my face back to him. “I’m just in my head, a bit.”

			“Tell me,” he demands. “Tell me so I can fix it.”

			“I’m thinking about…the others.”

			“Ominous,” he teases gently. “The others meaning”—he tilts his head curiously, his eyes searching mine—“the other people I’ve had sex with?”

			“Yes,” I answer, then sigh deeply. I shake my head before pressing the side of my face against Milo’s bare chest. “I’m wondering how I measure up,” I confess. “Which I know is silly and I know we’re just—”

			“I need you to stop there,” he says, his hand firmly on the back of my head, lost inside my tendrils of curls. “First and foremost, we, you and I, are not just anything.” He grabs hold of my hair and pulls me closer so we’re face-to-face. “And, more than that, Prue, I’m—” He sighs, long and heavy. “I was telling the truth when I said I’d never done anything but casual.” My heart drops into my stomach like an anvil onto a shallow ocean’s floor. “But this…this is entirely new for me too. I’m feeling everything you’re feeling, guaranteed. Probably more.”

			“But—” I don’t even know what I was going to argue before Milo puts an end to it.

			“I am here,” he interrupts, lifting his hips so I feel him everywhere. “My thoughts are with you and only you. Only here.” He brushes the backs of his fingers down the side of my arm. “Be here with me now, Prue. It’s just us. I only want us.”

			I nod silently, rocking into him. We hold eye contact as I sit up, tense my thighs around his hips, and begin riding him once more. The intensity palpable, our fingers intertwining to hold tightly as I watch myself bring him to the edge, nothing spoken between us but whispered moans and ragged, mumbled praise. I don’t leave his presence for a second, looking into his eyes and feeling his focus held on me.

			“Tell me,” he says, the muscles in his shoulders, neck, and jaw tensing as he speaks. “Tell me what you feel like again,” he pleads through gritted teeth.

			“Yours,” I whisper.

			I watch from above as that one-word admission sends Milo over the edge, his eyes rolling back as his hold on me tightens and, after a groaned-out moan, his voice falls quiet once more.

		

	
		
			Twenty-six

			Milo

			The last five days have passed in a hectic blur, my time divided between helping Nik and Aleks get the brewery ready for tonight’s opening and spending every other available second with or inside of Prue, crossing items off her list.

			I’m addicted to her. The feel of her skin. The taste of her lips. The scent of her hair. The sound of her voice, her laugh, her moans. Fucking all of her.

			I’ve been holding back a million dirty, filthy, depraved words from Prue while we have sex. Coming to the thought of her wearing my ring, wearing white, letting me fill her and claim her from the inside out. Thoughts I’d never once entertained before that now I can’t put to rest. I’m going insane. I can only pray that when I finally get to tell her everything I feel, what my intentions are, that it’ll settle some of this storm inside of my chest.

			One more day. One more day and then I’ll get to tell her everything. Then there’ll be no more holding back.

			“You have slightly less than two minutes,” she warns me, her breaths shallow as she digs her heel into the space between my shoulder blades. “I heard you on the phone earlier. Nik needed you by five,” she says, falling back against the sweater I’d laid out under her head, cushioning her from my van’s floor. We’re checking the two final items off her list: sex in a car and being tied up.

			I remove my tongue from her perfect pussy and glance up at her, arms tied above her head to the driver’s armrest. “I don’t think you’re in much of a position to tell me what to do right now, Killer.”

			She stares back at me, cheeks as red and flushed as her tits. “I am not going to be the reason you’re late.”

			“Trust me, I know by now how much both punctuation and punctuality mean to you….” I lean down to lick up her wet slit that’s coated by her last few orgasms. The taste is enough to make me stiffen in my jeans.

			“I said I’d be gone for thirty minutes and it’s been more like forty,” she whispers, attempting to lift her hips away from me and shut her legs. “You, sir, are being cut off.”

			“Just give me one more—”

			“No!” she says, giggling. “Untie me!”

			I do as told, but not before biting her thigh, bringing her blue silk panties back up her legs, and tugging down her tartan skirt I love so much.

			“So?” I ask, untying her. “What do you think? Yes or not for you?”

			She sits up underneath me, her eyes full of fire and sass. “I think I’d have more fun tying you up, actually.”

			“That,” I say, kissing her once her wrists are entirely free, “can be arranged.”

			“Well, that is if you don’t take off first…” She rolls to the side, sitting up as she buttons her blouse back up. Prue’s been doing this over the last few days, insinuating that I’m going to take off the moment the brewery opens, as I’d once made clear. I hate that I can’t set her at ease. But I will. Soon.

			“Wouldn’t miss that,” I reply, handing Prue her shoes.

			“Hmm,” she says, side-eyeing me with a wry grin as she takes them from me. She slides Bertha’s side door open, tosses her loafers onto the ground below, which is dusted with red and orange leaves, and places her feet inside of them.

			“I’ll see you later?” I ask, already knowing the answer. Still, my heart wants to hear it anyway.

			“Wouldn’t miss it,” she teases, stepping out of Bertha and fetching her truck’s keys from her bag. “I hope flirting with the bartender gets me a few free drinks.” She twists around to smile at me, her hair blowing in the wind.

			“You’re beautiful.” I tell her that every time I think it and every chance I get. So, often.

			She smiles, wide and toothy. “You too.” She leans inside to kiss my cheek before walking across the driveway. “Seriously though, I want free drinks!” she shouts before getting into her truck and beginning to drive away.

			“I love you,” I say to myself, watching her truck make its way down the long driveway and turn onto the main strip of road.

			Five hours later, the brewery is officially opened and filled to the brim. Nik and Aleks decided to skip the traditional ribbon-cutting ceremony and, instead, shotgunned a beer out front. The party only got more fun from there. Tom and John play an eclectic mix of music, one might say, but the locals get a kick out of seeing them play—earning my brother major townie points.

			The out-of-towners are too drunk to care what music is playing, and Lynn, who owns the local inn, is thrilled as she passes out business cards.

			“Lynn who owns the inn,” I say to Aleks as he pours another flight of beers next to me. “This town is a fucking Seuss book.”

			“ ‘Cheryl who owns the deli’ doesn’t really have the same ring to it,” he shouts over Tom’s loud rendition of Def Leppard’s “Pour Some Sugar on Me.”

			“No, I guess not,” I say, taking the flight from him and passing it over the bar. Nik wanders round back, opening the till to put some more cash inside. “This is insane, dude!” I yell to him, my smile as proud as I feel. “You guys are killing it!”

			“We’re nearly out of the IPA,” Aleks says over his shoulder, sliding a debit machine across to a customer who is giving him the eye. He’s none the wiser. “Is Nadia here yet?” he asks Nik and me.

			“Yeah, she’s here somewhere,” I answer.

			“There!” Nik shouts, pointing. “With Sef and Prue!”

			Holy shit. I look across the crowd to find my three favorite women huddled together around a high-top table. Not only is Prue making my sister laugh at something she just said, which is a feat in and of itself, but she’s also dressed to the fucking nines.

			She’s got leather boots that rise up past her knees and dark tights underneath a short brown skirt. She’s wearing a cream-colored low-cut sweater and a black leather jacket, and her hair is pulled into a loose bun resting on the top of her head.

			Prue raises a hand toward me in greeting and then winks. I move to clutch my chest and hold my heart out toward her before winking back at her. She giggles, then turns her focus toward my sisters once more. “Gentlemen, hear me right fucking now…I’m going to marry that woman,” I say.

			Aleks drops two glasses on the floor, smashing them, and the crowd momentarily turns our way before I offer them all a thumbs-up and a weak smile. “All good!” I laugh at his expense, reaching under the bar for the dustpan.

			“Jesus, Mi, can you please not startle Aleks?” Nik asks, chuckling.

			“I never thought I’d see the day,” Aleks says, sounding just like his grandma Bertha, god rest her soul. “Milo Kablukov is talking about marriage.”

			“Have you told her how you feel yet?” Nik asks, taking the dustpan from me and bending down on one knee to sweep up the glass.

			“Tomorrow,” I say, smiling at Prue as she goes back into conversation with Nads and Sef.

			“What are you waiting for?” Aleks asks me.

			I stare back at him blankly as Nik takes the broken glass to the back room. “Really? You of all people are going to ask that?” I look between him and my little sister, my eyebrows reaching close to my hairline. “Seriously?”

			Aleks mumbles something under his breath before returning to the bar and helping the next person in line.

			A few minutes later, a cute curly-haired brunette is waltzing up to my side of the bar with three empty beer mugs in hand. “Hello, gorgeous,” I greet her. “What can I get for you?”

			Prue smiles sweetly, placing the glasses down in front of me. “What does the bartender recommend?” she asks, batting her eyelashes at me.

			“Well, that’d have to be the only beer on tap we haven’t run out of yet.”

			She breathes out a laugh through her nose. “Sounds perfect.”

			“Having fun?” I ask, taking a glass and placing it under the beer tap to pour. Pulling the lever toward me, I watch as golden liquid begins filling the first glass.

			“I am, yeah. Dad’s having the time of his life. And”—she leans in close to whisper—“Nadia seems to have warmed up to me a little.” She smiles proudly. “I think she might even like me.”

			“Impossible not to,” I say, switching out the full glass under the tap for an empty one. “I love what you’re wearing tonight.”

			“Yeah, I thought you might.” She bites down on her bottom lip, eyeing me in a way that makes me lose focus. The second glass begins to overflow, soaking my hand.

			“Shit,” I say, laughing. Prue reaches across the bar for a rag and passes it to me.

			“This is really doing something for me, I gotta say.” She gestures to me standing behind the bar with a flat palm.

			“Oh, is it now?” I say, nodding with a suggestive smile as I finish filling up her third glass, watching it with a keen eye. “Well, in an outfit like that you can certainly—” I’m interrupted by the sound of a phone ringing.

			“Hold that thought,” Prue says, taking her phone out of her pocket and bringing it to her ear.

			“Hi, Tracy, is everything okay?” My ears perk up, turning to try and gauge Prue’s facial expressions. Tracy, the bakery owner and the guitar player’s wife, is taking care of Mrs. Welch tonight. “Did you check the kitchen, the cabinet above the sink?” Prue offers me a soft smile, which sets me at ease. “Okay, yeah, no worries, I’ll be right over.” She looks at me, rolls her eyes, but gives me a thumbs-up. “No, it’s no problem at all…. Yeah…. See you in a minute.”

			“Everything all right?” I ask.

			“Yeah, Tracy can’t find Mom’s medication. I swear I saw it laid out before I left but, yeah, I better go look.”

			Nik steps up behind me at the bar, helping the next customer. “D’ya want me to come?” I glance at Nik. “These guys can spare me for a few minutes, it’s slowing down.”

			Nik nods my way, looking between us. “Yeah, of course. Something happen?” he asks, pouring out two cans into glasses with ease.

			“Thank you, but it’s fine,” she says to us both. “I’ll be back before you can miss me.” Then, she turns on her heeled boots toward the door. “Oh! Do me a favor though and give those to your sisters!” she shouts over her shoulder. “Sorry,” she mouths toward them as she reaches the door and steps out into the dimly lit parking lot.

			I take the two beers over to Sef and Nads as instructed. “She needs to check on her mom,” I explain, setting them down on their table. “She’ll be back.”

			“Milo, we love her,” Sef says, grabbing my arm and squeezing it tightly. It’s her first night out since Harper was born and she is enjoying herself, to say the least. I smile knowingly at Nadia, who’s sipping her overly full beer and tapping her fingers to Tom’s piano solo. “Don’t we just love her, Nads?” Sef asks, slurring a bit.

			“She is pretty great,” Nadia says, licking the foam off her upper lip. “I get why you’re acting like such a lovesick idiot a little bit more now.”

			“I was just telling Nadia that you’re planning on”—Sef leans in to speak quietly, even though Prue is long gone—“staying.” She straightens her posture, smiling softly. “And that she should stay too.”

			Nadia picks up her beer mug and takes a few long, heavy gulps.

			“What do you say, Зайка? How about sticking around for winter?”

			“I know you’re probably sick of living with us and the kids, but I bet Aleks would let you stay in his spare room.” Sef giggles maniacally. “Or you could share his—”

			“Thank you, Sefina. That’s enough.” Nadia laughs, looking toward the bar before she looks back toward me. “I’ll stick around…for a bit.”

			I smile at Sef first, then Nads. “Good,” I say, unable to wipe the joy off my face. “All right, well, enjoy,” I say, bowing subtly before I start walking back toward the bar.

			This is going to be my new normal, I think to myself. All the people I love, who somehow manage to love me back, together in one place. Helping each other out, supporting one another, being a unit again. And for the first time in a really, really long time—I feel hopeful for what’s to come.

			It’s not perfect, and there’s plenty of work to be done, but it’s family.

		

	
		
			Twenty-seven

			Prue

			“Hey,” I say softly to Tracy, dropping my bag by the back door. “Is she settling in okay?”

			“Hi, sweetie. Yes, she’s fine,” Tracy whispers, placing her glass of wine down on the kitchen counter as she smiles brightly toward me. Tracy and her husband, John, didn’t meet until much later in life, so she never knew my mom as she once was, but she’s been a good friend to Dad all the same and helped us out in a pinch a few times. “I’m sorry to be a bother, I checked everywhere I could think of.”

			“Oh, no, please don’t apologize,” I say, smiling. “My dad was on med duty today, he’s probably just forgotten them in his office,” I say, reaching for his office keys that are hanging on the wall. “I’ll check there first. Sorry to have caused more work for you!”

			“No, no, it’s been a mostly quiet evening. I got half a new blanket done while your mom kept me company.”

			“Knitting?” I ask over my shoulder.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Tracy says, staying by the entryway.

			“I’d love to learn someday.” I begin walking down the hall toward Dad’s office.

			“Well, I’d be happy to teach you!”

			I reply with a noncommittal, happy mumble before trying the door to see if it’s locked before using the key. It’s unusual for Dad to lock his office door, but I suppose you can’t be too careful with Mom’s recent wanderings. Immediately after getting inside, I spot Mom’s pill organizer on his desk and walk over to it.

			Then, something catches my eye: an unopened white box of pills, next to Mom’s many bottles we use to fill her weekly organizer. The same collection of pill bottles that I’ve been picking up from the pharmacy and dividing out for years now, none of which come in a box. I pick it up and read its label. Tomas Novikov, Dexamethasone, 2mg Tablets.

			I lower into Dad’s office chair without thought, feeling a creeping sense of dread tunnel my vision as I tap my finger against the box. I’m sure it’s nothing, I tell myself quickly, trying to dismiss the growing aching feeling in my chest. It’s probably for Dad’s headaches or something equally innocuous.

			But no matter how much I try to just set the box back down, take Mom’s medication to Tracy, and get back to the brewery, something inside of me—call it intuition or paranoia—begs to know for sure.

			So, I hit enter on Dad’s keyboard to wake up his old-school computer, type in the same exact password he’s had since I was a middle schooler, and click the browser so I can find out what this medication is prescribed for.

			Except, when the browser opens, I don’t have to type anything in at all. Not when Dad’s left open four tabs that reveal so much more than I’d bargained for.

			
				 

				RE: Next steps and suggested reading—tnovikov66@gmail.com

				Treatments for Hodgkin’s Lymphoma | Canadian Cancer Society

				How to tell your loved ones | Cancer Support Network

				Preparing for Chemotherapy | Canadian Cancer Society

				 

			

			My heart races in my chest faster than it ever has, reading the websites over and over as tears begin to burn along my eyelids and my breath turns shallow. I grip on to the side of Dad’s desk with both hands, my knuckles turning white, as I try to stop the room from spinning.

			“No, no, no,” I whisper aloud, shaking my head as I click on the tab with the email from his doctor. “He’s fine,” I tell myself, removing my jacket and tossing it across the room carelessly. “He’s fine,” I repeat, wiping my face against my sleeve, black mascara staining the cuff of my sweater.

			“Everything all right in there, Prudence?” Tracy asks from down the hall. “Did you find it?”

			I look up to the ceiling, blinking back tears. Shit. “Yes, sorry, coming!” I say, as cheery as I can force myself to sound, as I pick up Mom’s medication in shaking hands and walk back down the hall with it. “Sorry, I got a little—” I don’t finish my sentence, smiling as brightly as I can instead. “I’m just going to do some light organizing before going back to the party. Dad’s office is a safety hazard.” I attempt a joke, but I hear it fall flat.

			Tracy’s eyes are curious, but her smile shows she’s none the wiser as she nods politely and says, “Okay, hon.”

			Immediately, I turn back toward the office, shut the door behind me, and collapse into Dad’s desk chair. I bring my knees up to my chin, wrap my arms around them, and begin to cry—shaking as every possible wave of emotion washes over me and threatens to pull me under. My phone rings in my jacket pocket, vibrating against the metal filing cabinet I threw it onto, and I leave it there.

			It couldn’t matter. Nothing could matter.

			I start reading the email and get hit with blow after revealing blow as I fight back tears unsuccessfully. Dad has known about his diagnosis for months. His team has been delaying his treatment since. He asked for more time again—they said no this time.

			Chemotherapy starts in January.

			The symptoms of therapy will mean he can no longer keep working as he has been, or look after anyone but himself. He’ll most likely experience extreme fatigue, nausea, vertigo, severe headaches, upset stomach, and the list goes on and on.

			But, despite all of this, his prognosis is good.

			His doctor states that they’re confident in his treatment and recovery. I read that part of the email over and over again. It says they are happy to see the slow progression of his cancer. They claim he is in good hands. Such positive words for such a stunningly dark scenario.

			And once I’ve realized I’m not facing the certainty of losing Dad forever, my emotions turn to anger. Inexplicably large, not previously experienced rage that I know is not all directed at him but seeks him out anyway. He’s lied to me. He said I could convince him that Mom could stay. He let me think I stood a chance at keeping this family together and everything the same when nothing would ever be the same again.

			He’s lied to me and he’s sick and everything is wrong.

			My phone rings again, startling me as I read over the second of Dad’s left-open tabs. Mindlessly, I move to grab it out of my jacket, and as it stops ringing I see I have three missed calls from Milo.

			I don’t hesitate to call him back. If I was going to let anyone ride out this horrible shitstorm with me, it would be him.

			“Prue?” he answers on the second ring. “Hey, sorry for blowing up your phone, I just wanted to make sure that you were all right. Did you find—”

			“I found them,” I say, my voice hoarse from crying. “Mom’s fine.”

			“One second,” Milo says into the phone. I hear the noises of the crowd drift farther and farther away until he’s outside, the sound of gravel under his feet and crickets faint in the background. “Sorry, I can hear you better now. You found the meds?”

			“Yeah,” I say, then sniffle back a wave of tears.

			“Killer, hey, are you crying? What’s wrong?”

			“Can you come here?”

			“Of course, yeah. Did something—”

			“I’ll…” I pause, a sad sort of hiccup that comes before tears steals my breath. “I’ll explain in person. I’ll meet you on the back porch, okay?”

			“Okay, love. I’m on my way.”

			“Milo?” I ask, tears breaking free and shaking my voice.

			“Yes?”

			“Please hurry.”

			“I am,” he says. I hear him, his quickened footsteps against gravel as he runs and the sound of his heavy breaths into the phone. “Whatever it is,” he says, panting, “we’ll figure it out together. I’ll make it right.”

			A broken sob escapes my lips as I fold into myself, hugging my arm around my waist as I slump against the wall and slide down to the floor. “I’m afraid this is a problem that not even you can fix,” I whisper, sniffing back tears as I look up at the ceiling.

			“What about ABBA?” he asks, voice strained from running.

			“No chance.”

			“Take a chance on—” He pauses. “Probably not the best time for jokes.”

			“I appreciated it,” I say, wiping away tears. “But probably not.”

			“Okay, I’m here.”

			“Already?” I say, moving to stand. “That was fast.”

			“The back door is locked.”

			“I’m coming,” I say, wiping my face as I step out into the darkened hallway and weave my way through my parents’ home. It looks different…feels different. Unfamiliar and ominous and nothing like it once was: a place where color and liveliness and joy and art and music had existed in overflowing, abundant quantities.

			I’ve been so afraid that there’s too much sadness here now, too much loss, to ever revive it. And now, that feels more possible than ever. Maybe life will always be better in the past.

			I hang up and slide my phone into my pocket once I see Milo’s silhouette through the back door.

			I open it and immediately throw myself against him.

			“Thank you,” I whisper as he curls his hand over the back of my neck, tucking me closer.

			“Hey, Killer, what’s happening?” he says softly, bringing me against him with his forearm across my back.

			I begin to cry once more, shaking in his embrace.

			“I’ve got you,” he tells me, running his hand along my neck and shoulders.

			“It’s awful.” I lean back within his arms to face him. “I don’t know…” My face crumples and I cover it by pressing it into his chest. “I don’t know what to do,” I whisper against him.

			“Let’s get you some fresh air.” Milo picks me up effortlessly in a tight hug then carries me to the porch’s back steps. He sets me down next to the railing, sits, then pulls me into his lap, sideways.

			“Whatever it is, Prue, we will figure it out.”

			“I-I-I…” I try to speak, but the words don’t come, interrupted by sobs and breathless gasps. Milo gently shushes me, brushing the hair that’s fallen out of my bun away from my face as he holds me steady against his chest.

			“Breathe for me,” he commands gently. “It’s going to be okay…I’ve got you.” And, foolishly, I believe him. Maybe he won’t be here forever. Maybe the hard truth I should’ve come to terms with a long time ago is that nothing can stay forever. But he’s got me now. And that can be enough. I can make it enough…right?

			“Dad…” I say, sitting up and wiping more snot and tears onto the sleeve of my sweater. “He’s…” My heart breaks all over again when I look into Milo’s eyes, so full of weight and heartache of his own. “He’s sick,” I whisper.

			Milo sighs, the heavy, tired sort, before his face turns downward. “Shit…” He looks back toward me after a long, drawn-out pause. “How did you find out?”

			“I saw it on his computer,” I answer. “There were these pills on his desk he’d never mentioned needing to pick up…. I went to look them up and then—” I hiccup again, then fight to catch my breath. “He’s known for so long, Mi. Months. His ultimatum, everything, it’s all bullshit. I-it-it’s—”

			“Killer, seriously, I need you to breathe.” He rubs a circle over my back, bunching the fabric of my sweater as he goes. “He’s going to be okay, though, right? The prognosis looks good if he still starts in January?”

			“Yeah, he is. And I know that I should—” I pause, my heart lurching into my throat. “Wait,” I say, searching his face. Milo’s throat tightens on a swallow, his eyes falling to the space between us as his lips drop into a frown. “Milo.” I say his name, so hesitantly, so fearfully, in a way I never have before. “Milo, how did you know that?”

			He blinks irregularly, his dark eyelashes moving like moth’s wings. “Prue—”

			“No, no, Milo, no.” I sit up, forcing his hands to fall to the side of his lap. “How did you know that?” I ask slowly.

			He keeps his face turned away from me, pushing one hand through his hair before resting it on the back of his neck. “Tom told me.”

			“Told you?” I ask, moving away from him. “Wh-when?”

			He turns toward me, his expression hardened into a pleading sadness. “Prue…”

			“You knew what? About his cancer? H-he told you?”

			“Yes.”

			“You knew my father was sick, that my—” I pause, shaking myself. “That he put off treatment? That he won’t be able to run the store soon? That he can’t help look after Mom? Why would he—Why would you…”

			“Prue, I…Tom was going to tell you, tomorrow. He—”

			“Tell me what?”

			“Everything, I think.”

			“Tomorrow?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s convenient.”

			“He was, I swear.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			He takes his face into his hands then slides them up, resting his forehead against his wrists as his fingers pull at his hair.

			“Answer me!” I yell, unexpectedly. I shake myself, crossing my arms in front of my chest as a hysterical laugh breaks free. I pace in small circles, holding myself tightly. “How long have you been lying to me?”

			“I’m not sure, exactly,” Milo whispers. “That night we spent in your parents’ living room after I’d—”

			“Then?” I ask, my voice wavering. “You’ve known for that long? What…Why?”

			For a moment, it’s quiet, everything sounding far-off and muffled. I hear the creaking step beneath his foot, sounding off every half second as he bounces his knee. I hear the faint sounds of the brewery down the road, the party ongoing. I hear the crickets and the lake and the fucking cicadas, but I do not hear a reason. An apology. An explanation.

			Instead, Milo just covers his face with his hands once more, hiding from me.

			“Why?” I ask, my heart threatening to pound out of my chest. “Just…tell me why.”

			Milo lifts his head as if it’s heavier than his neck can bare. Looking up at me, the moonlight reflects the wetness in his eyes and casts his exhausted expression in a perfect, white glow. “He asked me not to tell you.”

			“Why would he…Why you?” I ask, pacing in a small circle. “Why would he tell you?”

			“I was just…there, I guess. I’m not sure. I think that’s a better question for Tom.”

			“You don’t get to think right now!” I snap. “I want to know why my father would tell a near-perfect stranger that he’s sick and that everything in his life is falling apart when he wouldn’t even tell his own daughter.”

			“I can’t tell you—”

			“This is insane!” I say, cutting him off as I fight off another bitter wave of laughter. “It’s…”

			“Prue, it’s complicated.”

			“Okay, so uncomplicate it for me! Please explain to me how the fuck he came to the decision to not tell me. Matter of fact, while you’re at it, please tell me why you chose not to tell me too. Explain why you’d rather save face with him than be honest with me.”

			“Prue, I…I don’t know. I can’t—”

			I scream into my hands, interrupting him. “This is—You are—” Shaking my head, I groan as a thousand thoughts fail to find the right phrasing. “You are supposed to be my friend. We’re supposed to trust each other! That’s the whole point of—”

			“I am your friend,” Milo interrupts forcefully. “I am, I just—”

			“What?”

			“Tom confided in me and I didn’t—”

			“Is this”—I gesture between us—“is this even real? I thought we could trust each other, Milo. I trusted you! Which, yeah, maybe I shouldn’t have—I mean, you’re you and I’m me, it was probably never going to work—but I let myself think…I thought…And what was your plan? Comfort me and pretend you never knew? Leave before I found out?”

			“I didn’t have a plan,” he says, looking up at the sky. “I just wanted…” His fists ball at his sides before he opens them and rubs both hands over his thighs. “What do you mean it was never going to work between—”

			“No more secrets, Milo. I’m giving you one chance to tell me everything before I never speak to you again.”

			“Don’t say that,” Milo says, immediately standing. “Prue, you don’t mean that. Don’t say it.”

			“If you won’t even tell me now how or why or what is going on”—I shake my head, taking a step back as he approaches—“I won’t be able to do this anymore…. Whatever this is. Was. I shouldn’t—I can’t.”

			Milo stands still, both of his hands hold the back of his neck before his arms drop to his side. “Prue, I can’t lose you.”

			I stare coldly back at him. “Then explain.”

			“Tom wanted my help,” he says quickly. “He wanted me to convince you that you should leave town. He was scared you would feel trapped here once you found out. That you’d never leave because you’d feel obligated to stay and…he wanted me to help you see that there was more out there for you.”

			I blink at him, confused. “I don’t understand.”

			“He knew you wouldn’t consider leaving if you found out he was sick. He wanted you to decide for yourself and—”

			“Let me get this straight…He wanted your help convincing me to leave so he could fight cancer on his own while my mom would be taken care of by strangers…And you agreed to that?”

			His mouth opens and closes a few times before his eyes drift shut underneath pinched brows. “I wanted to tell you, Prue. I knew…I knew you’d want to know. I wanted to tell you the truth because I—”

			“But you didn’t,” I say, looking up at him. “You didn’t tell me the truth. You lied.”

			“No, I—”

			“No, you did. You lied. But it’s worse than that because you let me believe that I could fix it all too, despite knowing I couldn’t. You helped me with Mom. You helped me get a better handle on things around the house…. You made it seem possible. I thought you were on my side.”

			“I am on your side, Prue. I want you to stay. I want you to have your family together. I want to help. I never doubted—”

			“But you’re leaving!” My lips tremble at the words. “What was I supposed to do when you left? How was I ever supposed to do all of this on my own? You let me have hope…and you—”

			“Is everything all right out here?” Tracy asks, stepping through the back door. Her eyes find me first, then move to glare at Milo. “I heard shouting.”

			I wipe my tears away. “Sorry, Tracy. Everything’s fine,” I say, nodding at her. “Milo was just leaving.”

			“No, he wasn’t,” Milo says, not taking his eyes off me.

			“It’s okay.” I smile at Tracy softly. “I’m fine, I promise.”

			She looks between us hesitantly, then nods back at me. “I’m inside if you need me.”

			“Thank you,” I say. I turn back toward Milo once she’s closed the door. I sniff, then straighten my posture as I look at him. “Milo, I think you should go.”

			“Prue, I know you’re upset, and you have every right to be but—”

			“You didn’t do it.”

			“Do what?”

			“Convince me to leave.”

			“I know that, Prue. I didn’t want—”

			“Despite your very impressive efforts…Bonus points for telling me about all of the places you’d love to take me to…That was very clever. I don’t know if that was Dad’s idea or yours but, nice touch.”

			“Prue, c’mon, don’t—”

			“You should go.”

			Milo shakes his head. “He was going to tell you tomorrow.”

			“Sure.”

			“He was. And then I was—”

			“You were going to what? Be here to pick up the pieces? Pretend you didn’t know? Tell me you’ll fix it before taking off in a month, or maybe less? How kind of you.”

			“No! I—”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“It does matter,” he says, moving closer to me, but stopping beyond arm’s reach. “Prue, I’m in—”

			“I trusted you, Milo,” I interrupt. “That’s hard for me.”

			“I know, Prue. I’m—”

			“I trusted you with my mom, with my body, with my h—” I stop myself, barely, before letting the word heart slip out. “I can’t do this. You need to go…I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I don’t want to talk to you right now.”

			“Prue, wait. Just listen to me, please. I want to stay,” he says, sniffing back tears of his own. “For the first time ever, I want to stay. Here. With you. To help and…Please let me—”

			“That’s not fair,” I interrupt him once more. “You can’t just…I’m sorry but…I can’t hear that right now. I can’t…I don’t…I need you to go. This is way too much.” I walk toward the back door without another glance, knowing that if I turn to see him, I won’t have the strength to close it behind me.

			“Prue, please, wait!” Milo shouts seconds before I shut the door.

			Then, there’s nothing but silence. Lonely, horrible, sickening silence until the outside wall creaks under what I suspect is Milo’s weight leaning against it. I turn without thought, prepared to open the door and…well, I’m not sure. I’ve never felt this confused before, unsure of what to do.

			My hand moves to the doorknob, ready to yell or cry or kiss or scream or plead with him until we’re worn out but laughing again and I feel like there’s some semblance of hope for a way forward.

			But, I hesitate. And when I open the door, the porch is empty.

			It was just the wind.

			He’s gone.

			I asked Milo Kablukov to leave when all I’ve wanted for weeks now is to ask him to stay. And, he listened.

		

	
		
			Twenty-eight

			Milo

			“Milo?” Nadia calls out, looking at me across the brewery’s emptied parking lot. I walk toward her, not slowing my step as she tosses her cigarette to the gravel and extinguishes it under her shoe. “Mi, what’s wrong?”

			I throw my arms around her and pull her to my chest, tucking my chin down to press my face into her smoke-soaked hair.

			“Hey…” she whispers, tentatively reaching to hug me back. She stretches herself, her hands finding my shoulder blades and holding steady. “What’s going on?” The gentle way she rhythmically pats my back calms my aching heart for a second before I remember Prue’s last words to me all over again. “Mi, you’re scaring me. What’s—”

			“I fucked up…” I sniff, tears breaking free. “I fucked up and I-I—”

			“Hey, no, Milo, hey, don’t cry. Tell me what happened.”

			“I don’t know what to do,” I say, my voice far more desperate than I’ve ever heard it. I straighten, moving away from her until her hands fall to her sides, then cross in front of her chest as she nervously watches me pace. “I don’t know how to fix it.” I wipe my face, looking up at the night sky as my sister stares up at me, clearly at a loss for what to say. “I don’t know how…how to make it right. I need it to be right, Nads. I need to fix it. But—”

			“Tell me,” she says, placing her hand on my arm. “It’s okay. We can figure this out.” She turns to look over her shoulder, as if she’s looking for someone to help us both—as if we’re those same two idiot kids who needed adult supervision but had only each other and Nik. “We’ll sort it…Whatever it is.”

			“I love her,” I say aloud for someone else to hear for the first time. “I love her and she—”

			“Doesn’t love you back?”

			I shake my head instinctively. No, right? She does, doesn’t she? I don’t know. Maybe she did. Maybe not anymore. “I don’t—”

			“You two all right?” Nik’s loud voice booms from the entrance. He studies us both for half a beat before his boots sound off against gravel, jogging over to us. “Shit, what happened, man? You look…” He stops, eyes narrowed on my face. “Where’s Prue?”

			“She’s at home,” I answer, my voice breaking. “She asked me to leave.”

			He looks between Nadia and me, then nods, his brows inching closer and closer to each other by the second. “Okay,” he says calmly. “Why’d she do that?”

			I tell them both everything that’s happened since the day on the dock with Tom, right up until the last ten minutes when my heart broke in a way I hadn’t imagined possible before moving here. Before her.

			“Shit,” Nadia mumbles, her eyes shifting side to side. “That’s…”

			“Milo, that’s hard…” Nik says, rubbing a hand over his face. “I’m sorry, man.”

			“I know I fucked up. You can tell me.”

			They share a quick, uneasy glance, then both look back at me.

			“Should you have told her? Probably, yeah.” Nadia answers her own question, her head leaning side to side. “But I think all three of us can wager to guess why you may have not wanted to piss off a fatherlike figure…especially since you like his daughter so—”

			“Love,” I interrupt, apparently not able to stop saying it now.

			“Especially since you love his daughter,” she corrects, before rubbing her lips together. “I think he put you in a really fucked-up position, honestly.”

			“Right. But—”

			“Agreed,” Nik says, crossing his arms in front of his chest. “And, yeah, it’s not fair to Prue, and it’ll obviously affect her life too, but Tom is the one who’s sick, and he asked you to not say anything, so…” He winces, looking at the ground. “I don’t know if I would’ve told her. I don’t know…. It’s hard.”

			“She’s really, really mad,” I say, scratching at my jaw. “Sh-she looked at me like…well, like she was disappointed, I guess. But it was more than that…. I’m used to disappointing people. I’ve been seeing that sort of expression since I was a fucking toddler. But Prue, she looked…surprised by her disappointment. Like she’d expected more. Like she thought more of me. No one’s ever been surprised before.”

			“Milo…” Nads whispers, uncharacteristically soft.

			“An-and she wouldn’t even hear me out, you know? She kept interrupting and—”

			“I mean, duh…” Nik says. “How would you feel if you found out your whole life is about to change for the worse and the guy you’ve been screwing knew but didn’t give you a heads-up?”

			“Fuck.” I press the heels of my palms into my eye sockets. “Fuck, this is bad.”

			“It is,” Nik agrees. “But I don’t think it’s past fixing.”

			“No?” I ask, unable to hide the hopefulness I pour into the single syllable.

			“No?” Nadia repeats, obviously surprised. I turn toward her, my eyes wide and urgent and searching. “Sorry, Mi, it’s not…I don’t know. I think you deserve a second chance, don’t get me wrong. But I don’t know if I could trust someone again after that. Being vulnerable is scary as fuck.” She laughs, looking at the strung-up lights above us. “I just think it would be really difficult to open yourself up to being hurt again…. Wouldn’t it?”

			“You’ve seen them together, Nads. There’s something there. Something big. That doesn’t just go away because of one argument, no matter how…messy it may be.”

			“Doesn’t it?” she asks, two words containing a spark I well recognize.

			“No, I don’t think so,” Nik answers. He looks down at his feet, the toe of his boots drawing a line between us. “I have fucked up so many times with Sef.” He speaks slowly. “A thousand times. Some of them big and some of them small, but almost always because of my own bullshit or insecurity or pride. And, god, that woman still fights with me, still reminds me of who she thinks I am—who I could be—every time I fuck up, even when I’ve hurt her. Even when I don’t deserve it. She never stops trying to make me see myself how she sees me…someone good and worthy of love. People like her exist. Kind, generous people who help you…heal.”

			“I don’t know where to start,” I say, swallowing thickly. “Everything in me wants to go back there right now and try to fix this but—”

			“You start by giving her some space,” Nik says. “Prue has got a lot to process and a fuck ton to discuss with her dad. And, well, she needs to be calm before you two can talk again. Otherwise, you’ll just go in circles.”

			“But I want to be there for her. I want to help her—”

			“You hurt her, Milo,” Nik says, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t get to help fix what you broke right now…That’d be too easy.”

			“Okay, right,” I say, dropping my head. “Fine…I give her space, and then what?”

			“You tell her what you told us,” Nik says. “Tell her that you’re sorry and you realize what you did was wrong and try to explain yourself, your reasoning, without trying to justify it too much.”

			“Tell her you love her,” Nadia says plainly, lifting her gaze from the distance and focusing it on me. “Tell her that won’t change, no matter what. Tell her you’ll wait for her, if you need to.”

			I nod slowly, looking between my siblings. “But what if…” I hesitate, shutting my eyes tight at the awful fear I’m harboring inside of my chest. “What if she can’t forgive me? What if I lose her?”

			I watch them both hesitate, Nik appearing deep in thought as Nadia picks at the skin around her fingernails, her eyes focusing over my shoulder on the fogged-up windows of the brewery.

			“In that case,” Nik says calmly before offering me a soft smile, “you’ll still have us.” He pats my arm twice before shoving his hand deep inside his jeans pocket. “And we’ll get you through it, the Kablukov way—long drives, lots of alcohol, and emotionally stilted, uncomfortable conversations.” Nik’s smile turns crooked, which I return. “No matter what, man. You have us.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Nadia mumbles before Nik fires a disapproving glare at her. “Kidding, obviously,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Yes, you’ll have us. Always…”

			“I love you both.”

			“Love you too,” they reply at the same time. Nik wraps his arm around Nadia’s neck and drags her in as he brings me in too. We hug, for half a second, before Nadia makes a gagging noise and steps away.

			“That’s enough of that, thank you,” she says, shaking out her limbs.

			“Someday that heart of yours is going to soften, Зайка,” Nik teases.

			“Well,” she says, a cool smile in place. “Today is not that day.”

		

	
		
			Twenty-nine

			Prue

			After I apologized to Tracy half a dozen times, I politely rushed her out the door, successfully avoiding her attempts to not-so-subtly pry into what happened between Milo and me.

			Once I had the door closed and managed to catch my breath, I did what felt most natural. I snuck upstairs to check on Mom. Except, this time, it was less to make sure she was okay and more for my own comfort.

			Mom’s bedside lamp is on its dimmest setting, casting her room in a golden, cozy glow. Her breaths are steady. Her room isn’t too hot or too cold. Her hair is brushed neatly into a low bun, the way she likes it, and there’s a glass of water by the bed like I usually leave for her. I make a mental note to thank Tracy once more as I unzip my boots and softly drop them at the end of my mother’s bed.

			Then, I climb in beside her and curl myself against her back, pressing my face between her shoulder blades. I breathe her in, let her warmth seep into my chilled skin, and, once the events of this evening catch up to me, I begin to gently weep against her pillow.

			I can’t do it, I tell her telepathically, reaching out to press my fingertip against a grayed curl laid next to me on the pillow. I can’t keep you here. I’m so sorry. I tried so hard. Dad is sick. Dad is sick and so are you. Dad is sick and so are you and neither of you, or I, can make it right. I’m so sorry. It’s not fair. None of it is fair. I love you. I love you. “I love you,” I whisper, unable to contain it all.

			“I love you too,” my mother returns softly, rolling over to face me. I blink at her, stunned, before draping my hand across her stomach.

			“Hi, Mom.” I hear my father’s bedroom door down the hall close. He’s home.

			Mom’s eyes remain half closed as her face points toward the ceiling. “Bad dream, little one?” she asks, her voice far-off and sleepy but still so lucid—so her.

			“Yeah,” I answer. I hope so. How much better would it be if this was all some terrible dream?

			“D’ya want to tell me about it?”

			More than anything.

			I want to tell her about the boy with the dark eyes, who she already is so fond of, and what he means to me. I want to tell her how much space he now occupies in my heart. How afraid I am that I’ll never be able to reclaim it, despite everything. I want to ask her why she kept his painting all these years. I want to ask her advice. I want to ask if she’d forgive him or not. I want to ask her if forgiving him would make me weak. I want to ask if it would make me strong. I want to know how she felt when she realized that she could not fathom living without someone for the first time. I want to know if it ever gets any easier. If, maybe, it doesn’t have to be easy. If loving someone this much is wrong or too much or just scratching the surface.

			I want to tell her about the man she loves, and what he’s done. How desperately he needs her here to guide him because somewhere along the line, he’s made a real mess of things. Mostly, despite my anger, I want to tell her that he’s probably frightened, and hurting, and is going to need a batch of her famous fix-everything soup and a tender hand to hold come January.

			I want to ask her what I’m supposed to do now. How I should balance my anger and my fear and my resentment and my love for Dad all at once. I want her to tell me if I’m able to hold all of those feelings in my chest.

			I want to ask her if this is all, somehow, my fault. Ask her why she thinks Dad couldn’t trust me. If I truly am the scared little girl he seems to think I am. And if so, I want to ask how to grow out of that. How to care less. How to stand on my own two feet. How to let them both go when all I want is to stay by their side. And why is that so wrong? Is it wrong? How could it be wrong?

			I don’t know how to love less, I want to tell her. And I don’t think I want to know.

			I want my mom.

			“No, that’s okay,” I answer. “Go back to sleep.”

			“Okay, baby. We’ll talk about it in the morning?” she asks, then yawns.

			“In the morning,” I return, cuddling into her side. I fall asleep listening to her heartbeat, telling myself with every thump that I will clean up my father’s mess. That I will do what I always said I was going to. I will keep this family together, one way or another.

			

			

			 

			I wake up when dawn begins to creep in around the edges of Mom’s curtains. She doesn’t stir when I get up and make my way to the bathroom. I wash my face, unable to rest any longer with the sticky residue of slept-in makeup left on my skin.

			It’s early, probably before six, but when I leave the bathroom I hear my father rustling around in the kitchen downstairs. The familiar sounds of the coffee maker being opened and coffee grounds being scooped up and dropped against the paper filter.

			I take a long breath in, allowing my eyes to close as I do, and then make my way down the stairs—unable to stop myself from fondly remembering who mended the last step as I step onto it.

			“Hey, Dad,” I say, lowering into a chair at the kitchen table.

			“You’re up early,” Dad says, looking over his shoulder. His expression changes once he sees me, then he turns his body to face me as well. “Prue, what’s wrong? You’re wearing what you wore last night, and you don’t look so—”

			“I know, Dad. I found out last night.”

			He blanches, blinking rapidly as his limp hand finds the corner of the counter between us and leans onto it. “Know what, darling?”

			I turn to face away from him, staring at the circular burn stain on the center of my parents’ table, marked before I was even born. “I know about the cancer. I found out last night when I came back to help Tracy find Mom’s pills. Your medication was on your desk and…” I sigh, my lips quivering as I fight to maintain a steady voice. “When I opened the computer, I saw emails from your doctor. I read everything, then I talked to Milo.”

			The chair to my left scrapes against the kitchen tile before Dad drops into it, his breathing low and heavy.

			I turn to him with tears in my eyes, finding him cradling his face in his hands. “I really wish you would’ve told me,” I say in a broken whisper.

			“I didn’t want you to find out this way,” he whispers back.

			“It seems like you didn’t want me to find out at all, Dad.”

			His eyes close, and he runs a hand down his face before dropping it into his lap. “I wanted you to have a choice. To leave or stay. I wanted—”

			“I was never going to leave.” My voice shakes, but I sit up straight next to him, looking him in the eye. “I would’ve done whatever it takes to stay. That was and was always going to be my decision. I told you that. Why couldn’t you accept it?”

			“I promised your mother—”

			“That you would never let me put my life on hold for her sake, I remember. But I’m not. And if I am, it’s not for her sake or anyone else’s, Dad. It never has been. I’m trying to do what I want.”

			“You used to be so, so…” He shakes himself, then swallows. “You wanted so much more than this small town, darling.”

			“I was a kid,” I say quietly, pleading with him just the same. “I was a kid who thought she could go off and do things and call home to tell you and Mom about them. I wanted to send postcards, like Aunt Lucy did. But you and Mom, and this house, and this town, it was always going to be where I came back to, even when I dreamt of leaving. Those dreams were never about trying to get away from you all. They were about getting to come back. To tell you stories. To make you proud.”

			Dad nods, slowly, running his fingertips back and forth over the table’s wood grain. “I—” He sighs deeply, his lips beginning to tremble. “I’m so sorry, Prue. I—”

			I reach out and fold my hand over his, squeezing tightly. “I’m sorry too. I’m sorry you’ve been going through all of this by yourself. I’m—” I hesitate, my body desperately not wanting to say it aloud. “I’m sorry you’re sick, Dad.”

			Dad places his other hand on top of mine, and pats twice. “I’ve got good odds, Prue. I’m going to be okay. The treatment is intense but other than that—”

			“I saw,” I interrupt, offering him a soft, crooked smile. “I read all of the emails, remember?”

			“Right.” Dad sighs, hanging his head. “My girl…”

			“I really, really wish you’d told me. I’m hurt that you didn’t, and I’m hurt by who you did tell.”

			“Milo was sort of in the wrong place at the right time,” he confesses quietly. “But he is a good one, Prue. He cares so deeply for you. I hope you don’t think—”

			“That he kept a secret that was going to heavily impact my life and therefore lied to me? Yeah, I do, obviously. But that’s for him and me to figure out.”

			“I’ve made a real mess of things,” he says, tightening his grasp on my hand as he grimaces. “I am so sorry, kid.”

			“That’s just it, Dad. I’m not a kid. Not anymore. You need to stop treating me like one.”

			Dad locks eyes with me and nods twice, a determined look on his face as if he is finally planning on hearing me. “I know, darling, I do…I just…It’s hard to explain.”

			“Try me.” I lean back in my chair as he smiles crookedly with an otherwise wistful expression.

			“When you were freshly born,” he says slowly, “still pink and covered in gunk, the midwife hoisted you from between your mother’s legs and showed you off to us.” He pauses, smiling fondly at the memory. “It felt as if the world came to a stop. Realities shifted, shattered, and re-formed in an instant. And I knew my life would be forever divided into the time before you and the time after you. That revolutionary memory, to this day, is still only comparable to the seconds after laying eyes on your mother for the first time.” He clears his throat, then bows his head as he pauses to collect himself.

			I give him the time to do so, rubbing my thumb over the back of his hand—memorizing the mountains and valleys of his knuckles.

			“But unlike when I met your mom, you came onto the scene wailing.” He laughs, and I do too, shyly. “I was awed by you just like I was by your mother, of course, but the awe was swiftly followed by a tidal wave of fear. There was simply no way something as little as you, I thought, could survive. No possible way that I could be half responsible for something so precious and helpless and not royally fuck it up.” Dad glances up to the ceiling, then back to my face with sparkling wet eyes.

			“Dad…” I whisper, wrapping my hand around his.

			“I had never been so scared.” He looks across the table longingly, as if he’s seeing the memory play out in front of him. I turn, foolishly, in the hopes that I could see it too.

			“But then they placed you on your mom’s chest. You immediately calmed, rooted, and found her breast without a second’s hesitation. You fed voraciously, as if you’d been starving. Gulping and greedy and suddenly seeming so much stronger than that precious, fragile thing they’d just shown me. And I finally breathed. I knew at that moment that you’d be all right. That we’d all be all right.” He pats my hand again, his voice strangled by his emotions. “I realized then that all Mom and I would have to do is point you in the right direction and you would take what you needed out of this life.”

			My heart swells inside of my chest, longing to set him at ease once and for all. “Dad, I—”

			“That is all I’ve tried to do since that day, Prue. Point you in the right direction so you could take what you needed. And, lately, I have been so scared that I’m failing at that. That you’re not getting your fill here. That you’ve been denying yourself for our sake.”

			“I’m not, Dad.”

			He nods, squeezing my hand tightly. “If you say this is enough for you, I will believe you. If you can dig yourself a deep enough well here—one that will truly sustain every part of you, one deep enough to never run dry, one that will fill you to satisfaction—then you should stay. Of course I want you to stay, my girl. I just never want you to starve in the process. Promise me, please, that you’ll never starve yourself for anyone.”

			“I promise, Dad.” I rise out of my chair and step toward him, bending down to hug his shoulders. “I promise,” I repeat in a whisper.

			“I’m sorry, Prue. I’m so sorry.”

			“I forgive you,” I tell him. “But only because you’re not going to like what happens next,” I say, straightening to my full height. Dad looks up at me with nervous curiosity lighting his features. “We, old man, are becoming a democracy,” I tease. “No more secrets. No more decision-making for our family, or for Mom, without discussion. If we’re going to make this work, if we’re going to keep this family under one roof and run a business while life throws yet another shitstorm at us…then we’ll have to figure it out together. And, no more delaying treatment. We’re going to get you fixed up, okay?”

			“And you’re absolutely sure?” he asks me, eyes searching my face.

			I sigh, then nod. “Yes, Dad.”

			“All righty then,” he replies sheepishly. “Heard loud and clear.”

			“First things first, I want you to call that home you’d saved Mom a room at today. Let them know she will not be coming.”

			“But, darling…” Dad says.

			“I will figure it out, okay? You need to trust me.” I cross my arms in front of my chest, my toes tapping against the floor. “Mom isn’t going anywhere. Not yet…Not until we have no choices left.”

			“Okay, Prue.”

			“Then, you’re going to email your doctor and ask for an appointment. I will be going with you.”

			“Heard loud and clear.”

			I hug him once more, then kiss his cheek. “Thank you. I am going to go take a shower. Keep an ear out for Mom, okay?”

			“Will do, boss.”

			“Now that’s what I like to hear!” I smile, stealing his mug of coffee off the kitchen counter as I pass through toward the back door. “This is mine now! Bye! Love you!”

			“I love you too,” he says, chuckling. His eyes rest on the mug in my hand as I unlock the back door and step out onto the porch.

			Once outside, I take a deep breath in the cool autumn air and press my bare feet into the brightly painted wooden slats. I look out toward the A-frame on a long exhale and find a box of some kind leaning against the studio’s door.

			I walk the winding stone path, drinking my father’s coffee as I go, and make my way toward the mystery package. Closer to my door, I’m able to see that it’s an unlabeled cardboard shoebox tied with a purple ribbon.

			Balancing my coffee in one hand, I bend down to pick it up and carry it inside. I carefully drop the box onto the counter next to my mother’s washbasin. Setting down my mug, I reach for the bow and untie it, then lift the lid off the box. On top of the purple, crisply folded tissue paper is a note.

			If there is any part of you that could forgive me, meet me on the dock tonight.

			Yours, Milo.

			I run my fingers over the ink on the paper, tracing the handwriting as if my fingertip were the pen. Then I pick up the note and place it to the side before lifting the edges of the tissue paper to reveal what’s underneath.

			“Oh my god…” I whisper, riffling through the dozens of pages of paper inside. They’re all pencil sketches, some more detailed than others, with shading or background scenery, but all of them are beautiful. All of them are of me.

			In the first one I pick up, I’m standing in front of him on the first day we met, my hair and clothing windswept as the fabric of my dress clings to my frame. This version of me is almost ethereal, like a draped goddess statue.

			Then, there seems to be a collection of memories captured on my birthday. Several of them are less detailed, small, incomplete glimpses of my shoulder and the lacy bra strap my sweater had slipped down to reveal. But there are others, which are far more elaborate—such as one of my hands held together behind my back in his grasp, or another of just my bottom lip caught between my teeth.

			After those, I find a sketch of me driving my truck, my face turned away from him as my hair blows in the wind, every tight coil accounted for. Underneath that one, I find a far more detailed sketch, so much so that it could pass as a photograph if not inspected too closely. In it, I’m holding Milo’s newborn niece in my arms and sitting at his brother’s dining table, smiling toward Sef as she smiles back at me.

			I gasp when I reach for the one of me laying across my collection of blankets and pillows, fully nude. My cheeks warm when I discover the drawing where his thumb is dragging against my bottom lip, and the heat spreads when I look at the next one where his hand is tight around the base of my neck, his forearm centered between my breasts.

			I knew Milo was a talented painter; I’d seen him lend his skillful hand to my mother many times. But I didn’t know he was capable of this.

			I didn’t know, couldn’t have ever imagined, that he saw me like this, either.

			Up until recently, I felt as if no one could really see me at all.

			I spent so much of my life watching other people live, believing I was meant to observe from the other side of the door. Milo is the first person who has made that door open for me. Who has made me feel as if I am worth seeing too. To him, I am a special, watchable, fascinating, beautiful thing worth creating art about.

			I know for certain I cannot give that up. Not without a fight.

			At the very bottom of the box, under many, many more drawings, there’s another note.

			If you change your mind, you know where to find me.

			I decide for certain then what I already suspected I’d do. I will meet Milo on the dock tonight. It won’t be easy to move past this. It won’t be as smooth or simple as things between us were before. But if he truly wants to stay, then I know I’ll want to try. I’m not afraid of failing with him. Not anymore.

		

	
		
			Thirty

			Milo

			I have walked the length of this dock a hundred times over, pacing from the shore to the very edge as the evening sun slips below the lake’s surface in the distance. Left standing in the dark, I lie down flat on my back, watching the orange of the sunset melt into the darkened sky above as my heart threatens to burst out of my chest.

			The devastating reality is, Prue might not come.

			This might be too far past repair, her trust in me bent beyond fixing. And I may have to live with that, for the rest of my life. There’s a chance that I will have to wake from my dreams of her to face the lonely reality of her absence every day from now until forever. And I would do it, happy in the torture. I would let my heart break over and over again just to have moments in my sleep spent with her. I would carry the pain with me every day: what it meant to have something perfect, act a fool, and lose it.

			I’d learn from it, I hope.

			And, even if she doesn’t come today, I’ll be here tomorrow and all the tomorrows I have after that. I cannot imagine a world in which these feelings for her would fade, or allow me to give up hope that someday, she’ll walk down those jagged steps and put me out of my misery.

			And I intend to earn her trust, her forgiveness, and her heart all over again, if she’ll let me.

			I need to tell her all of that.

			A twig snaps in the distance, and I sit up urgently, looking all around for any trace of her. But I find nothing. I sit, my legs stretched out in front of me and leaning back onto my palms, as I watch the trees bend to the wind. I count the calls of the nearby loons until I reach twenty. I check my phone a dozen times, minutes stretching like hours as I sit waiting, my heart in my hands.

			The cicadas sing hymns to my misery. The mostly still lake laps gently against the dock, acting like a ticking clock. All the while, my mind races.

			Then, a lantern appears at the top of the hill. And the golden silhouette of my rusalka comes into my vision. She’s somehow even more hauntingly beautiful than the first time I saw her, now having gone from siren to savior.

			I stand to attention, watching her carefully descend each step.

			“When I thought of torturing you a little bit and making you wait,” she says, reaching the last step as I move toward her without thought, “I did forget how scary the steps are in the—”

			Her words end when I wrap her in my arms, lifting her up off the ground. “You came.”

			“I did.”

			“I am so sorry, Prue.”

			She relaxes into my arms, holding the lantern out to the side as her other arm wraps around my shoulders. “I know,” she tells me softly. “I know you are.”

			“I was an idiot.”

			“Big time.”

			“The biggest of all time,” I agree, lowering her to stand gently. I reach for her free hand and take it in mine. “I didn’t think it through. I didn’t…I wanted your dad to like me and…” I shake myself. “I’ve been sitting here for hours thinking of what I need to say and now you’re here and my mind is blank but, fuck, Prue, I was a complete idiot and you, you’re perfect and I don’t deserve it but—”

			“Milo, we’ve got time,” she says, smiling softly at me. “Take a breath.”

			I do, inhaling for a long second as I admire the way her hair falls off her shoulder, and exhaling as I thank the breath passing out of my lungs and all that surrounds it that she’s going to give me one more shot.

			“Thank you for coming,” I say, moving my hand to my chest before dropping it to my side. “Fuck, I really was starting to think you weren’t going to show.”

			“Then what?” she asks, tilting her head. “What would you have done?”

			“I would’ve come back tomorrow.”

			She smirks. “You’d do that?”

			“I’d do anything,” I confess. “Anything,” I repeat, squeezing her hand in mine, as if to check that she’s real. I’m lost in her eyes, forgetting the cleverly constructed apology I’d attempted to script last night and today. “I’m sorry, Prue. I should have told you. I should have told you so many things. If I could go back and fix it, I would. Even if Tom ended up hating me. Even if it changed everything…I’d make it right if I could.”

			She nods cautiously, her warm eyes not leaving mine for a second. I thank her, silently, for that. For the reassurance in her gaze.

			“And I know I’m a work in progress. I know that I’ve got so much to learn and fix and figure out and, fuck, I can be a real dumbass, clearly. I know that you could do a whole lot better but, Prue, I’m being selfish anyway. I’m asking if you’d settle for me. If you’d have me, foolish, inexperienced heart and all.”

			Prue laughs, reaching up to brush my cheek with her hand. “Milo…” She shakes her head, smiling widely. “We are both far from perfect. We both hide. We both run. We both have a lot of learning to do…But there’s no one else I’d rather learn with.”

			“Really?” I ask, hope flooding my voice.

			“Really,” she says, setting the lantern down beside her.

			“Can you forgive me?”

			“I can. Of course I can.”

			“I don’t deserve it.”

			“I think you deserve a whole lot more than you give yourself credit for,” she says as I press my lips to her wrist. “And, as much as it hurt to find out the way I did, you weren’t responsible for that. You were asked to keep a secret, and you did. You’re good, Milo. You’re a good man.”

			“I’ll try to be,” I say, nodding urgently. “I swear I’ll earn your trust back.”

			“You’ve got it.” She tugs me down with a grip on my sweater before hugging me tightly. “It might make me foolish too, but I do trust you, Milo.”

			I breathe her in, holding on to the back of her head with shaking hands.

			“So, did you mean it?” she asks softly, leaning back in my embrace to look up at me. “You’re really going to stay? This little town could be enough for you?”

			I lay my hand over her heart. “I’m staying,” I tell her. “Wherever you are,” I whisper, “is enough for me.”

			“What does…” She bites her lips, pressing them together as her expectant eyes search mine. “What does that mean exactly?”

			I smile at her, uncontrollably wide as I realize what she wants to hear, the three words I’ve been desperate to give her. “It means I love you, Prudence Welch. It means that you are my biggest adventure yet. It means not running anymore, in order to become the man you deserve. It means that you are my home—the one I want forever.”

			“Okay, good!” she says, nearly laughing. “I was really hoping you’d—”

			I kiss her. I kiss her with all the love in my chest that’d been begging to break out, letting it flow between us in a way words alone cannot convey.

			“I love you too,” she whispers against my mouth, brushing her thumb across my bottom lip to keep it from interrupting her. She giggles when I hoist her up, wrapping her legs around my hips as her hands find either side of my face.

			“Say it again,” I say, my smile mirrored by hers.

			“I love you, Milo Kablukov. I love you exactly as you are.”

			Her words burrow a hole in my chest, slightly painful as they land but a relief just the same. “Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you.” We kiss again as I sway our bodies side to side.

			“Thank you,” she repeats softly. Her fingers toy with the ends of my hair, fussing with the curled ends as I continue to hold her close to me.

			I’m overwhelmed by a sense of peace, as if the ground underneath me is solid and welcoming for the first time in a long, long while. I realize then it’s because I have the world in my arms that I no longer want more of it.

			“Whatever comes, Prue, I promise I’m going to be right here.”

			“Whatever comes,” she swears back to me, kissing me just once. “Now…take me inside.” Her fingertips find my jaw, then my cheeks, steadying my face in her hands. “I want you to show me just how much you love me,” she says playfully, a small smirk finding its rightful place.

			I press my thumb into the edge of her grin, nodding. “I can do that. Easy.”

			I help her up the rocky steps, holding her hand in mine and the lantern in my other. She stops a few times, usually when she’s a step ahead, and kisses me, using the extra height to her advantage. I love it, the way she cannot go more than a minute without her lips on mine. I feel the exact same way, possessed by my need of her.

			Once at the studio’s door, she drops my hand to punch in the passcode. I place the lantern down, and fill my hands with her hips, tugging her back into me. She giggles, opening the door as I pull her in close and nibble at her ear.

			“I love your laugh,” I say, spinning her around as the door shuts behind us. Her lamps are on upstairs, and my eyes take a second to adjust before Prue’s beauty is visible to me once again. “I love your face,” I add, placing my hand under her chin. “I love your smile, and your frowns, and your fucking-with-me grins most of all.”

			She blushes at my words but doesn’t try to hide her face as she walks us backward toward the staircase leading to the loft.

			“I love that too,” I say, brushing my thumb over the pink hue across her cheeks.

			I follow her up the stairs, watching her hips sway as we go. “I love these,” I say, reaching out to take hold. “And this,” I say, bringing my hands down to squeeze her ass. She giggles once more, looking over her shoulder to face me as she tugs her sweater off over her head, and tosses it over the railing. She’s bare underneath, no shirt or bra, and I lick my lips at the sight. When she reaches her bedroom, she turns toward me and walks backward, showing off her perfect tits.

			“And you know how much I love those,” I say, reaching for her before she jumps back, smiling mischievously as she shakes her head no.

			“Stay there,” she commands. “Watch…”

			I do as told, stopping at the top of the stairs to watch Prue toy with the waistband of her leggings. When the backs of her legs hit the side of her bed, she pulls them and her panties underneath all the way down and off, not dropping eye contact for a second. Then, she lowers to sit on the edge of her mattress, one leg crossed over the other. “Now,” she says, cocking her head curiously. “Crawl to me.”

			I smile, my head shaking as I drop slowly to both knees. “You liked that, huh?”

			“I loved it,” she corrects.

			I lower my palms to the ground and begin crawling over to her, my eyes held on hers as her chest rises and falls with each heavy breath.

			“Slower,” she whispers.

			Once again, I do as told, slowing my pace to that of a lion stalking its prey.

			She giggles, and I can’t help but laugh too. “You just like me embarrassing myself.” I kiss her ankle when I get to her, still staring up at her.

			“I love it, actually.”

			“You know what I love?” I ask.

			She blushes brighter. “Tell me.”

			“These,” I say, sitting back on my heels so I can run my hands up her legs from ankle to thigh. Once halfway back down, I grab hold of her knees and slowly push them apart. “I love how soft the skin on the inside of your thigh is…” I say, pressing my lips there. “How sensitive,” I whisper, dragging my teeth against her as she gasps for me. “I love when you do that,” I tell her after she reaches down and gathers my hair into her tight fist. “I love how needy you get; how ready you are for me to touch you whenever we’re together.” I suck the soft skin of her inner thigh into my mouth, hoping to leave my mark there.

			Prue lifts off the bed, bringing her lower body closer to me until I release her skin.

			“Fuck, I knew as soon as I saw you I was in trouble,” I say, tilting farther to look up at her as I move deeper between her legs. “Then, after I tasted you…” I lick her once, steadily up the center of her pussy. “I realized I was a goner.”

			She moans, tightening her hold in my hair.

			“The first time you came, I fell so in love with the sound I thought my heart was going to burst.”

			She hooks one of her legs around my shoulders, forcing my face onto her. I cannot help but moan in response, feeling her cunt cover my mouth. I suck on her clit and flick it with my tongue, hearing her muffled cries as her thighs cover my ears.

			Eventually, her shaking stills and her clit pulses in my mouth, as steady and strong as a beating heart. Then, her legs relax, allowing me the space to lean back for a full breath. Not that I cared. I’d rather deprive myself of oxygen than the taste of her.

			I stand, licking my lips clean as Prue watches me with hooded eyes. Leaning back onto her elbows, she moves herself across the mattress, then opens her legs wide for me to slot myself between.

			I crawl over her, kissing my way up her stomach and chest toward her neck. I bury my face in her hair and lower my weight onto her, pinning her hips to the mattress with mine. She groans appreciatively, running her hands over my ribs and back.

			“I have a secret,” she whispers into my ear. “One that I think you’ll be very happy to hear.”

			I take in one last sniff of her hair, then rise to look at her face-to-face. I raise a curious brow, waiting for her to speak. “Yeah, Killer? What is it?”

			“I’ve been on the pill for eight days, as of today.”

			I blink at her, stunned. My lips part as her wicked gaze finds mine. “Prue…”

			“Yes, Milo?”

			“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

			“That you can fuck me bare?” she asks, smiling devilishly. “Yes, I am. If you—”

			I kiss her, messily and far too intensely, as she giggles underneath me. “I’ll take that as a yes,” she says, holding on tightly to my head as I bury kisses into her neck.

			“Jesus, this is…You are—” I stop, shaking myself as I bring her nipple into my mouth and growl around it. She moans, arching her back. “Fucking dream girl,” I tell her again.

			“I’m excited to know what it’s like…” she whispers up to the ceiling.

			“Fuck, Killer, me too,” I agree in a low, shaking voice, pressing kisses along her sternum.

			“Wait, you’ve never?” she says, tilting her face to see me.

			“Never,” I answer, nipping at the underside of her breast as we lock eyes. “I’m so glad it’ll be with you.”

			“So…I’ll be your first,” she says proudly, smiling with brightly lit eyes.

			“You, Prudence Welch, are my first, in so, so many ways,” I say, rolling onto my back and dragging her over to sit on top of me. She sits on my abdomen, her bent knees pressing in on either side of my chest. I run my hands up and down her thighs, admiring her from this angle. “In all the ways that matter,” I tell her. “My first love. My first girlfriend.”

			“Well, you haven’t asked me that, yet.”

			I roll my eyes, smiling at her mischievous expression. “Prudence, will you please be my girlfriend?”

			“Hmm…” she says, her teeth piercing her bottom lip. “I should probably think about it…” she teases, a soft smirk tugging at her lips. I reach for her hips and lift her up, placing her onto my lap. She grinds herself against my dick, her thighs twitching as if she can’t help herself. “Okay, I thought about it,” she says, breathlessly. “Yes, I will.”

			“Good girl,” I say, licking my fingers before reaching between us. I run my hand over my cock to wet it, then press the tip to her entrance before I pause, my eyes searching hers. “You’re sure you want me like this? We can—”

			“Yes,” she interrupts, “I’m sure. I trust you, Milo.”

			With that, I sink into her. Or, rather, she sinks down on top of me. And the feeling is unlike anything I’ve ever felt, having her bare. It’s fucking euphoric, better than anything I’ve ever known.

			I sit up underneath her, bringing my mouth to hers. We kiss passionately as tensions build, my hands held tightly on her hips, guiding her movements as her hands hold reverently on my neck and jaw.

			When she starts to tremble and she loses her rhythm, I thrust into her from below. She chants my name, gripping on to my shoulders as I lift my hips in time with her cries. I groan as she falls over the edge of bliss, her inner muscles tightening around me and making me come in time with her before I can even process how good it feels to feel all of it.

			After, she collapses onto my chest. I stroke my hands up and down her back while she catches her breath, telling her over and over again how much I love her.

			When she’s settled, I pull out and roll her softly onto the mattress. “I’ll be right back,” I say before placing a kiss onto her forehead. She’s so satiated and relaxed, I don’t even know if she heard me. A sick part of me loves that. That she’s full of my come, probably dripping with it by now, but comfortable enough to drift off to sleep.

			I fetch a washcloth from her bathroom cupboard, run it under warm water, and then bring it back with me to the loft. After cleaning her off, I get back into bed and lift her into my arms.

			We kiss again before she mumbles something that sounds a little bit like time to sleep. Even still, I speak out loud. Telling her how grateful I am to be here with her. How lucky I am for my brother’s summoning, a windy morning, and the missing shop sign that led me her way.

			And half an hour later, just as I’m about to join her in sleep, she stirs, lifting her face up off my chest as her tired eyes find mine.

			“Hi, Killer,” I whisper, brushing the hair out of her face and tucking it behind her ear.

			“Hi, gorgeous,” she says, pressing the corner of her smile onto my wrist. She sighs wistfully, looking at me.

			“Happy?” I ask.

			“Very…”

			“Thinking?”

			“Always.”

			I smile. “About?”

			“The day we met.”

			“Ah, yes. It was at your parents’ wedding, wasn’t it?”

			She giggles. “I guess so.”

			“Maybe I’ll be invited to the next one.”

			Prue moves to cuddle in closer, laying her face against my chest. “I have a feeling you will be,” she replies sleepily.

			“I’ve never been a plus-one before.”

			Prue yawns, her eyes closing. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

			“Maybe I’ll catch the bouquet.”

			“You think?” she asks, followed by another yawn. “Why, you wanna be next?”

			I kiss her forehead, allowing my eyes to close as a smile overtakes my face. “I think I do.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			6 Months Later

			Milo

			I have been waiting for this day.

			As soon as I spot Julia beginning to make her way down the stairs, I deliver a massive, shit-eating grin over my shoulder toward Prue, locking eyes for a split second before returning to the chore at hand.

			I make it a personal challenge each morning to get the dishes done before the coffee finishes brewing. Most days, if I’m not too distracted by my girlfriend or her chatty father, I can get my least favorite chore done before the last drip falls into the carafe that fuels this overworked household.

			And I’ll be damned if on a day like today, which is apparently a special occasion, I don’t finish them as quickly as possible.

			“Well, good morning!” Tom says, greeting his bride, who is dressed as such, as she steps off the staircase. “You look divine,” he adds.

			“You’re not dressed?” Julia asks Tom, her voice steady. “Won’t we be late?”

			I place the second to last dish on the drying rack and turn to lean against the counter, watching as Prue tentatively studies her mother then looks toward me with a sweet but trepidatious smile. I want to kiss that worry line between her brows until it flattens, or rub her shoulders until they relax, but I’ll have to resist moving from my station just yet.

			As always, I need to tread carefully. It’s best to be the last one to greet Julia each morning, making sure my presence won’t disrupt the reality she’s woken up in too drastically. What’s incredible is the way her brain will often blend and build realities to justify my being here when she doesn’t recognize me. Prue and Tom have taught me to play along with it, which took some getting used to, but I’ve quickly come to see that whatever is easiest for Julia is easiest for the house as a whole.

			So instead, I just smile at her, attempting to offer some silent encouragement.

			“It’s still early,” Prue answers, speaking in a reassuringly kind yet firm tone as she so often does. “We have plenty of time.”

			Julia’s focus moves from her husband to her daughter, looking her over with vacant eyes and a serious smile.

			“Hi,” Prue says softly, after a long moment.

			“Hello,” Julia returns, her voice quieted from the steady, sure confidence she had only moments ago. She leans into Tom to whisper, blinking at their daughter across the room, who she cannot seem to place. “Tom…” I hear, barely. “Is that Lucy? I don’t…She doesn’t look like…” She brings two clasped hands up under her chin, fidgeting as she anxiously awaits his answer to a question she didn’t fully pose.

			“Yes, dear, it’s Lucy,” Tom answers loud enough for us to easily hear, then turns toward me with a not-so-subtle wink, “and it would appear she’s brought someone to meet us…”

			“A date?” Julia scoffs, her mouth stretching into a wide smile, a girlish, young glow washing over her again. She glides across the room, her white dress dusting the floor at her feet, before dropping into the chair next to Prue. “Luce!” Julia singsongs. “Who’s the guy?” she asks, leaning in close to speak. “Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

			“Well, it’s your wedding day, Jules! I didn’t want to make it about me.” Both women turn their faces toward me in unison, wearing equally playful, gleeful expressions that make their usually hard to spot resemblances so obvious.

			“He’s rather handsome,” Julia remarks, tilting her head as her eyes narrow on my face.

			I cannot help but sputter a laugh, running a hand through my hair before crossing my arms in front of my chest.

			“Excuse me?” Tom laughs too. “Your groom is standing right here.”

			“Yes, yes, love you.” Julia waves her hand dismissively, lovingly teasing her husband, or, rather, her fiancé, as she giggles and sets her focus back on Prue.

			“So?” Prue elongates the word, wrapping her arm around her mother’s and holding on to her tightly. “What do you think?” she asks, smiling mischievously as their faces drift closer and closer. “Can he come to the wedding?”

			“Well…” Julia pretends to think it over, giggling. “Do you like him?”

			Prue nods unabashedly, filling my chest with a warm, now familiar, glow.

			“Sure, then. Why not.” They press their foreheads together on a giggle before Prue whispers something inaudible, then they both laugh again.

			Tom and I lock eyes and I mime wiping sweat off my brow before turning to clean the last of the dishes. A few moments later, Tom is at my side, drying pots and pans as he watches the coffeepot fill dangerously close to the finish line.

			“You’re cutting it pretty close,” he taunts, looking between my sponge and the carafe. “Don’t know if you’ll beat the clock today…”

			I make quick work of scrubbing the last dish, slide it into the rack, pull the drain’s plug, and throw my suds-covered hands up in the air, just as the coffee machine beeps, signaling it’s ready to be poured out.

			“Impressive,” Tom says.

			I bow my head, turning toward our women, who seem to be discussing wedding details as Prue stands behind her mother, braiding her long, gray hair. “Coffee, anyone?”

			“No,” Prue answers decidedly, sliding the hair tie off her wrist. “It’s a wedding! We should have champagne.” She looks toward me and her dad before she says, “The real stuff.”

			Julia gasps, reaching over her shoulder to take hold of Prue’s wrist. “Oh! Yes!”

			“I think I have some locked away in my office. I’ll go—”

			“Allow me,” I say, patting Tom’s shoulder. “Four glasses of champagne, coming right up.” I grab Tom’s office keys off the wall by the back door, then make my way down the hall toward his office, which had been transformed into a makeshift bedroom while he was going through treatment and didn’t have the strength to conquer the stairs. I cannot help but smile, as I often do, when I see the rollaway cot folded and tucked into the corner of the room, an unmistakable symbol of Tom’s recovery and the end of the more difficult season we’ve just weathered.

			After fetching the bottle of alcohol-free champagne from the top shelf, I fish out the Closed for a Wedding sign from Tom’s closet. Our neighbor across the street, Clyde, returned it to us several months ago after finding it had blown into his daughter’s rosebushes on that fateful, windy day I came into town. He insisted that in return he should get an invite to the next wedding, or at least a slice of cake afterward, and I gave him my word that I’d try my best. So, before I even get the sign on the shop’s door, I pull up the text thread I have with Lynn, John from the bakery, Cheryl who owns the deli, Prue, Tom, my brother, and Aleks.

			Our group chat is called BOOB, aka Business Owners of Baysville. I wanted to call it the Baysville Baddies but Prue said no. She wasn’t thrilled with the acronym either, to be fair, but by the time she noticed it was already too late.

			Both my brother and Prue have the group’s notifications turned off most of the time. Nik seemingly turned them off after I announced his vasectomy to the group. And though it was well-intentioned, I’ve since been educated as to why it was not the best idea to share that information on his behalf. Prue turned them off after her dad, Aleks, and I began Trivia Tuesdays to combat the boredom on the slowest business day of the week.

			She always reappears in the chat whenever there’s town drama, however, of which there always seems to be plenty to share. And, I can’t say I blame her. I live for it too.

			Milo: Morning folks! Today is a big day at Welch’s…Julia and Tom are tying the knot once again! The shop will be closed up, but if you need anything just give Prue or me a shout and we can hook you up

			By the time I’ve got the sign attached to the front door and am back inside, the group chat is blowing up.

			John: Brilliant! I’ll get a cake ready!

			Lynn: If the couple wants a honeymoon suite, they’re more than welcome here for the night, free of charge. I’ll let my dad know there will be cake later, but if he gets in your way just give me a call and I’ll come wrangle him.

			Nik: It’s cold out, do they want to use the bar for the ceremony?

			Aleks: Nadia and I are doing inventory today. We can go set up something if they want to come here?

			Cheryl: I’ll bring a snack plate over to the inn, if they end up going! No stinky cheeses for our honeymooners, of course.

			Nik: Sef’s picking up flowers and dropping them off. She’s insisting. Don’t fight her on it.

			I type out a quick reply, smiling at my phone before sliding it back into my pocket.

			Milo: I’ll chat with Prue and keep you all posted! Thank you everyone!

			Passing back through the store I notice the half-open box of books we’ve yet to put on our newly built display shelf sitting behind the cash register. I bend down to pick one up, admiring the front and back cover of the thin book as Prue opens the office door.

			“I’ve heard it’s pretty good…” she says, her body leaned against the doorframe.

			“It looks great to me,” I say, sliding it into the back pocket of my jeans as I close the distance between us.

			“I guess that copy’s yours?” She straightens, pressing her chest into my abdomen as she wraps her arms around my lower back and looks up at me. I love how easily we slot together; how natural and right it is to hold her.

			“I’m good for it,” I tease, brushing a stray curl away from her forehead. “What do I owe you?” I press my thumb to the scar above her brow, the one she got a few months back after slipping on a patch of ice out front. I lost it, seeing her injured like that. She, on the other hand, laughed it off as I fussed and cursed and ordered a lifetime supply of ice melter that wouldn’t hurt the local wildlife—because Aleks would have killed me otherwise; and I cannot shovel snow or protect Prue from the elements if I am dead.

			“It’s only half mine,” she says, twisting to kiss my wrist. “Co-author discount means you owe me”—she pretends to run the numbers—“seven dollars.”

			“How about seven minutes in heaven instead?”

			She rolls her eyes, then pulls our book, People Watching, out of my back pocket and admires it tenderly. My heart skips, seeing it in her hand: a collection of her poems alongside my sketches. I can only hope that it will be the first of many, many wonderful things we will make together.

			A few weeks after Prue became my girlfriend, we fell into a routine. I’d watch the shop in the mornings, she would care for Julia and Tom, and one of the townies who volunteered to help us would drive Tom to the hospital a few towns over for his treatment every few weeks. In the afternoons, we’d close the shop for an hour to eat lunch and, when possible, I’d paint with Julia as Tom rested and Prue worked up front.

			Shortly after that, we both realized that we weren’t getting as much time together as we used to. Most of the time we were so tired after we’d gotten her parents squared away for the night, we’d fall asleep without so much as a good night whispered into the dark. It scared us both.

			Prue was worried that I was taking on too much responsibility in her family unit way too fast, whereas I was worried about what would happen between us if she tried to take more on. We had to find a way to connect that wasn’t just texting each other or sneaking in make-out sessions in the office between our respective workplaces.

			That’s when Prue told me about the diary she and her dad used to keep at the shop. The little stories and poems they’d write to each other about the customers who had come in, and how it brought them closer together. We agreed to give it a shot. Only, I’m not much of a writer.

			So, instead of notes or poems, I started leaving Prue sketches to find under the desk. In return, Prue would take those sketches and let her imagination run free, writing each of them an accompanying short story or poem. It became our way of speaking with each other and creating art, even amid the chaos—which we’d so desperately needed.

			On the especially hard days, it became a lifeline between us. Prue would leave poems riddled with self-doubt, worry, heartache, and grief that would let me know her mother had a particularly hard morning, or her father had received less-than-positive news from his medical team. Whenever those came, I’d leave her drawings of how I see her: strong, beautiful, capable, and filled with love as she goes about her day. The tender holding of her mother’s hand in hers. The light in her father’s eyes that never, ever subsides when he talks with her. The laughter she pulls from each of my nieces and nephews whenever they’d stop by.

			Other times, our exchanges were love letters. Filled with lust, inside jokes, or apologies. All in all, the first six months of our relationship became fairly well documented.

			A month or so ago, Sef got hold of our notebook—probably because Prue showed it to her after they shared a few too many glasses of wine—and she managed to convince us to get some copies printed to sell at the store.

			I’m not sure anyone will actually buy one, to be honest. But, if they do, we’ve decided to save up the money we make and go on a holiday together. Prue is ready now, if only for a week, to lean on our community to care for her parents so that she can take some very well-deserved time off.

			I’m proud of her for that, for discovering how leaning on others is a sign of strength, not weakness. I’m proud of myself too, if I’m being honest. I’ve made a real life here, somehow. One that I could never fathom running from.

			Things aren’t perfect. They’re far, far from it actually…

			But it’s a good life.

			“You are so deep in thought, I almost don’t want to interrupt…” Prue says, curling her hand around the nape of my neck. “But we do have a wedding to get to.” She smiles, attentive eyes looking into mine and bringing the world to a pause. I love that about her, how she creates moments of stillness that make me feel as if I’ve never existed anywhere else. “You all right?” she asks me.

			“Yeah, I was just thinking about this….” I take the book from her and tuck it into my back pocket again before placing one hand on her waist. “Us…” I look over all my favorite parts of her from head to toe as my fingers tuck underneath her chin and my thumb sweeps the side of her jaw. “You…” I kiss the tip of her nose. “All of it.”

			“Aww,” she teases, “feeling sentimental today, gorgeous?”

			I pull her in, holding her as close to me as I can as I bury my face into the wild tendrils of her hair.

			“I’ll take that as a yes,” she mumbles against my chest.

			“I love you,” I tell her.

			“I love you too,” she replies, relaxing against me. “Mmm. This is a good one.”

			“The hug?” I ask.

			She nods against me.

			My phone buzzes in my pocket for what must be the tenth time. I think, fondly, of the group chat and all the people we know and love rallying to make today special for Tom and Julia. I let myself daydream, for admittedly not the first time, about what it would be like to plan a wedding for Prue and me.

			“We should do this again someday, don’t you think?”

			“Hug?” Prue pulls back to look at me, her crooked brow making me smile. “I can probably pencil you in.”

			“No, Killer…a wedding of our own.”

			She blinks up at me, visibly confused. “Really?”

			“Don’t look so surprised.”

			She laughs, shaking her head before her eyes veer off, shyly avoiding my face. “That’s a bit of a crazy thing to say!”

			I laugh too, bringing her focus back to me. “What? Why?”

			“Because we’ve only been dating for like…six months?”

			“And?”

			“And because we’ve been in crisis mode for most of that time…”

			“And?”

			“And because we have no money…”

			“An—”

			“Do not say and again!” She covers my mouth with her palm, giggling. “Milo, you can’t be serious.” Her brows pinch together, that adorable line forming between them that I love smoothing out so much. “Oh my god, you are serious.” I nod, my lips still covered by her hand. “I love you, you know that, but a wedding…that’s big.” She moves her palm to cradle my jaw.

			“It is big. And it’s what I want someday. With you. Is that all right?”

			She runs her hand down my chest as she bites down on a giddy smile. “That’s more than all right, Milo.”

			“Is that a yes?”

			“It’s a someday yes, yes.” She shakes her head once more, glaring at me playfully. “You are—”

			“Madly, deeply in love with you.” I scoop her up in my arms, bringing our faces close together. Prue closes the distance between us, kissing me with a sweetness that quickly turns heated. We break apart a few minutes later, panting and riled up but uncontrollably smiling.

			“If the Milo I met out there that first windy day could see you now,” Prue whispers. “Mr. Commitmentphobe is long, long gone.” She kisses me again as I lower her to stand on her own two feet.

			“I think he’d be happy for me.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“Yeah, I think so. He’d never met anyone like you, Killer. He didn’t know how good life could be.”

			“So…when I am ready for that someday yes…”

			“You know where to find me.”
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