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OVER THE LINE is a friends-to-lovers contemporary romance about a recovering people pleaser, a cinnamon roll hero, and friends who won’t stop meddling.

Mark Easton took over the family restaurant when no one else could, putting his life on hold while they picked up the pieces his brother left behind. Eight years later, he’s ready to start the next chapter by expanding to a nearby city, aching to finally move out of his hometown.

Too bad his ex-girlfriend just moved back to town and offered to be his realtor. To save face with their parents, he reluctantly agrees. The only thing keeping him sane is his favorite employee, and he can’t stand the thought of losing her now that her life is changing, too.

How can he keep her sunshine in his life?

Julia Sanchez has always done what others expected, and she’s ready for a change. Her first act of defiance is to accept Mark’s job offer, despite her father’s wishes. The next is to confide in her boss, shifting their totally professional dynamic into something more.

By finally setting boundaries and saying “yes” to herself, Julia enters uncharted territory. She’s never felt like this, and Mark gives her the strength to embrace every part of herself. Can the people in her life adjust to the new her? Will they accept her choices?

Why would something this good be bad?

OVER THE LINE contains explicit sex scenes and discussions about physical intimacy, personal growth, and setting boundaries. This novel contains no cheating and has a guaranteed HEA. Fall in love with Julia and Mark as they shift their friendship into something much more.


Content and Trigger Warnings

I’ll try to cover everything, but this book mentions or describes: emotional neglect, verbal assault, gaslighting, dismissive behavior, abandonment by parents, peer pressure, anxiety disorder, descriptions of anxiety attacks, PTSD, sibling death (in past and not on page), sexism, misogyny, pregnancy (in epilogue), miscarriage (not the FMC), peer pressure, setting boundaries with loved ones, explicit sex, sex in public, virginity, oral sex (give and take both MMC and FMC), cheating by side characters, foster care of side character, intrusive thoughts, and medical emergency of side character. 
Please, let me know if there’s anything I failed to mention by shooting an email to authormadisondiaz@gmail.com. 






  
  One
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Starstruck students stared at Jake Lockwood in awe, eyes sparkling as he spoke about God only knew what. Julia Sanchez squirmed uncomfortably outside the classroom, staying out of earshot while the mating ritual took place. 
Embarrassment turned her stomach. Promising her best friend she’d ask Jake on a date had been idiotic. Regret had her wishing she could go back in time because standing in the hallway watching him now gave her the ick. 
It spilled over her skin, making her grimace. Was insecurity holding her back? The worry of rejection? He was conventionally attractive, but something about him wasn’t right. 
Just now, he laughed, and it sent flutters through the giggling women surrounding him. 
Couldn’t be me, she thought.
Cami’s words repeated in her mind. “It’s not that big of a deal. You should try instead of staying hung up on you-know-who.”  
Julia shuddered. No need to think about him. Her ill-advised infatuation. It wasn’t her fault he was the only person she’d ever met who didn’t gross her out. She couldn’t help it. No one else could compare. Not even the Jake Lockwood. 
The sunlight illuminating the room dimmed to dark as Julia released a sigh. Rain was coming, and she needed to get home and nap before dinner tonight with her dad and brother. 
Assessing Jake one more time, she weighed how important it was to follow through on her plan. He was good-looking in a Lord Byron sort of way. Dark, wavy hair. Firm jaw covered in a five o’clock shadow.
The Texas State University hoodie and black athletic shorts did nothing to hide his athletic body, and the clean Nikes on his feet showcased his status. 
She didn’t have time to wait anymore, so she abandoned the plan, accepting the disappointment Cami would definitely throw her way. The idea of standing in line to get rejected in front of an audience made Julia super uncomfortable.
Rushing down the hall, she realized how insane it would have been to go through with it. Jake would never have said yes. The women eating up all his words were model-pretty, unlike her. 
She was more like a pudgy couch potato in thrift clothes. Oddly pale even though she was half Mexican with blonde hair. Her appearance made her stand out amongst the Sanchez side of her family. Cami had darker skin and often joked Julia was at an advantage because she met “Eurocentric beauty standards.” 
Whatever the heck that meant.
The slight cultural privilege of appearing white at first glance only mattered when people didn’t know her last name. The line between her cultures was often hazy, making it difficult to fit into either world. 
Whoever she eventually ended up with needed to be a man that wouldn’t care. But who could say she would ever end up dating anyone at all. The possibility was slim at this point. 
A modern-day spinster, she called herself.
Thunder rumbled outside as she navigated the Old Main building. Living in Hill Country made her trek to her apartment a nightmare. Heavy rainfall would only make it worse, which was typical this time of year. 
Every May rain poured from the sky as if it had a vendetta against the students, causing flooding and devastation. No one wanted to end up stranded on campus during a rainstorm. 
Julia’s sneakers squeaked on the linoleum floor as she halted. A group gathered at the lobby’s entrance, gazing out the windows at the dramatic downpour. 
Oh, great, she thought. 
If her laptop and Kindle weren’t in her backpack, she would have braved the walk, but she was loaded with electronics.
She found an empty bench along a wall and sat. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she found a text from Cami.
Cami: Can you bring me a charger, plz?

Julia: Sure. I have one in my backpack.

Cami: You’re the best! See you soon <3 Also, be safe!


“It’s coming down hard out there,” a familiar deep voice said from her left. 
Gripping her phone tight, she glanced in the voice’s direction. Her gaze connected with a pair of white Nikes before slowly raking up Jake’s athletic frame to his deep blue eyes. He smiled, and her heart fluttered stupidly. 
He really was a handsome guy. Comparable to a young Colin Farrell. Which was precisely why women flocked to him as if they were possessed. She hardly knew the dude. Even though she’d decided only moments ago that he gave her the ick, her body reacted to his presence.
He sat on the bench beside her. “You’re Julia, right?
What the fuck?!
“Yeah, that’s me. And you’re Jake.”
His pleasant smile shifted into a grin, as if he was used to people recognizing him. 
“Yeah, I noticed you staring at me earlier. I thought you were going to say hi.” 
Julia’s gaze darted hopefully at the front of the room as her palms grew damp, but the rain covered the windows in a blurry sheet. Students chatted loudly with one another. Some were braving the downpour, but most were waiting since it rarely rained for long. 
Clearing her throat, Julia straightened her shoulders. “I had a question for Professor Goodwin, actually. Your fan club was making a commotion, though, so I couldn’t help but notice.”
Amusement sparkled in his eyes. “My fan club?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. You always have a group of women waiting for you the second class ends.”
“But I guess you’re not part of that club, huh?”
“Doesn’t seem like there’s much room.”
“Well, I could make room.”
This was it. The moment. An opening for Julia to do what she promised. 
Before she could second guess herself, she blurted out the words, “Would you want to go on a date sometime?”
Jake’s gaze roamed down her again, slowly assessing before meeting her eyes. “Yeah, I’ll go out with you.” He pulled his phone from his pocket. “What’s your number?”
Julia recited the digits and then wondered what they would talk about now that it was out of the way. Should she name a time and place? She hadn’t done this before. 
Before she could decide, Jake rose and pointed toward the front doors. The sky had cleared, and the rain stopped.
“Looks like we’re good to go,” he said with a wink. “See you later, Julia. I’ll text you.”
She was warm inside as she waved. “See you.” 
Watching his muscular ass as he walked away, she thought, maybe I could get over the ick.
Probably not. 

      [image: ]Mark Easton stood at the host stand inside Maple’s Bar and Grill, distractedly clicking his pen as he waited for four o’clock. He’d completed all his daily general managerial duties, but his scheduled shift didn’t end for a few more hours. 
Two hands gripped Mark’s shoulders from behind, making him flinch. A rumbling laugh came from his right as one of his assistant managers, Joseph, patted his bicep.
“What are you still doing here? Go home and pack. Cami and I have everything handled.” 
Mark sighed. “I’m here if anyone needs to talk to the owner.”
It’d be their last chance before he and his father would fly to Las Vegas early tomorrow morning for a food convention. The main topic was software that could benefit the expansion and management of multiple locations. 
Dad suggested it to show how supportive he was of Mark’s desire to expand Maple’s thirty minutes north to Austin, Texas. 
“I’ll tell them they’ll have to wait until Friday. Seriously. Go. Enjoy your event or whatever.”
Joseph was one of Mark’s most trusted employees, and someone he’d consider a friend. Once Mark moved to the city, Joseph would become the general manager here. 
The family legacy wouldn’t die, even if Mark finally left his hometown. 
“Honestly, I don’t care too much about the technology stuff. I need someone into branding and social media. Word-of-mouth keeps us running here, but we can’t rely on that in a new city.”
Mark would need to bring someone on who understood that vision. 
“That sounds like a future task. Not something you need to decide right this minute,” Joseph reminded him as he grabbed Mark’s shoulders and directed him around the host stand toward the front door.
Mark rolled his eyes, walking forward so Joseph would stop pushing him. “I guess I’ve got plenty of time to think about it while I’m in workshops and conferences all day.” 
“Exactly. We will be fine, so enjoy yourself.”
Mark looked in Joseph’s eyes and knew his friend could handle the restaurant without him, but letting go was a challenge. The convention only lasted a few days, and he’d be back before he knew it. All this hesitation was a sign he needed this break.
Glancing around, Mark could admit to himself that the restaurant was pretty dead. A few customers sat in the dining room but that was it. 
He’d worked ahead on inventory and hiring decisions to prepare for the trip, so he was caught up. There were no good reasons to hang around for another two hours.
“All right, fine. Just let me get my shit first.”
In the back office, Mark packed his laptop and paperwork to do on the plane. He stuffed his headphones into his pocket and pulled his crossbody bag over his head.
Outside, the muggy air hit him, and his hair curled around his ears. The waviness was never an issue but having his hair this length frustrated him. It was unruly and tickled the shells of his ears.
Movement caught his eye, and he spotted Julia crossing the parking lot toward him. Her focus stayed on the ground, and he took advantage of the moment to soak her in. Something about her enchanted him, and he couldn’t help the slight tingles deep in his stomach when he saw her.
“Hey, Jules!” he called out. 
Her head whipped up, and a bright smile spread across her heart-shaped face. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail and sweat beaded her forehead. She wore a blue tank top, black yoga pants, and sneakers that squelched with each step.
“Did you get caught in the rain?”
“Not exactly.” She was out of breath from walking uphill. “It sprinkled a bit. It was pouring earlier, though.”
“Yeah, I saw it from the windows.” 
“Right.” They stared at each other for a few seconds. Julia’s cheeks turned pink, and her light brown eyes danced before she glanced away. “I was stopping by to bring Cami a charger.”
“Oh, right. I was heading out.”
“You’re going to Vegas tomorrow, right?”
“Yep.”
“Have a great trip. I’ve never been, so send me pics.”
Mark grinned. “Okay, I will. Thanks.”
She shifted her weight. “All right, well, bye.”
As she passed him, a sudden urge to keep talking to her urged him to say something. He often got this way around her, prolonging their interactions as much as possible. Every week with her made his life brighter, and going days without her sunshine would suck.
“Wait.” 
She spun around, holding her backpack tight. 
His mouth opened and closed as he searched for something to say. 
She quirked a dark eyebrow. Such a contrast to her light blonde hair. “Yes?”
He cleared his throat. “You’re graduating soon, right?”
“Yep. On Saturday.”
“Great. Good job. I’m proud of you.” 
What on earth was he saying? 
A bashful smile spread across her face. “Thanks. I’m nervous about finding a job, actually. We were told there would be plenty in our field, but I haven’t found much online.”
Mark’s heart thudded hard. Was she thinking of leaving so soon? He knew there was a chance she would after she graduated, but he thought he’d at least have her over the summer. 
An idea slowly formed in his mind. 
“You studied social media, right?”
Her head tilted, and the pensive expression on her face was so adorable. “Yeah, kind of. It’s digital media, but we learned a lot about that. I also learned website design, advertising—”
“Would you be able to help us? Like as a job. A salary position. With benefits.”
Her eyes widened as her mouth parted. Mark drew his gaze away from her lips because it wouldn’t be appropriate to stare there as her boss. 
“Wow. Yes. I would love to.”
Relief flooded through him. At least before he realized he needed to clear this with Dad first. “Great. Well, let’s talk about that more when I get back.”
She bounced on her toes. “Okay. Thanks, Mark.”
“No problem.” They stared at one another again for a long moment. “I’m going to go. Have a nice week. And thanks for considering the offer.”
“Thanks again.” 
They went their separate ways, and Mark blew out his breath. It wasn’t well-planned, but he could at least go to Vegas with the comfort of knowing he wouldn’t lose Julia to another job while away. 
He’d get to keep his daily dose of sunshine a little longer.






  
  Two
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Julia had a pep in her step as she entered Maple’s. Not only did she get to see and talk to Mark (usually the highlight of her day), but he also offered a chance to keep working for him long-term. 
Cami would disapprove of the fangirling, but she couldn’t help it. 
Everything about Mark was attractive. His muscular thighs could barely be contained in the fabric of his pants, his dirty blonde hair curled at the edges, and his heavy-lidded brown eyes that gazed into hers with longing. 
She swore it.
The number of inappropriate fantasies she’d had about him for years was staggering, which probably made accepting this promotion unethical, but she didn’t care. 
Smoothing her giddy expression, she approached the host stand as Cami leaned against it beside Joseph. Her long, curly hair was pulled into a ponytail, and she wore a sky-blue restaurant tee with the Maple’s logo on the left side of the chest. 
A newer coworker, Lizzie, wiped down menus nearby as she listened to them talk. She was tiny, with blonde curls and blue eyes. She was usually quiet and had taken a liking to Cami. 
“There’s the love of my life,” Cami announced. “What’s with the dreamy look in your eyes? Did Jake agree to the date?”
Julia blinked. She’d forgotten about the whole Jake thing. Stopping stopped at the counter, she rotated her backpack to grab the charger from the front pocket. 
“Yeah. He agreed and asked for my number.”
Cami took the charger. “Good for you, bestie! You faced your fear and had a positive result. I’m proud of you.”
Julia hid her smile. Her crush had said those words a few moments ago, but they were for a completely different reason. 
“Thanks.”
“Congratulations,” Joseph said in a playful tone. “When’s the wedding?”
Cami wrapped her arm in his, leaning her head against his bicep. They were a cute couple. Julia knew eventually she’d lose her best friend to him once they got married and moved out on their own. 
They would stay friends, but Cami would become someone’s wife. She wouldn’t have time for Julia like she’d had since they were twelve. 
Their friendship had been Julia’s primary source of socialization and belonging. Without it…she didn’t want to think about how much of a hermit she’d become.
That was why she’d taken on the challenge of asking Jake out, and why she was so focused on finding a good job right after college. 
She couldn’t keep living in Cami’s shadow, no matter how comfortable it had become.
“Our little Julia is finally growing up,” Cami joked. 
Julia scrunched her nose. “I’m a fully grown adult.”
“You know what I meant.” 
“Who’s Jake?” Lizzie asked.
Cami answered before Julia could. “A classmate. He’s hot as hell, an athlete, and Julia’s future husband.”
“Not likely,” Julia deadpanned.
Her heart had beat much harder and faster for Mark than it did for Jake. She didn’t know the guy yet, but she had known she had feelings for Mark minutes after meeting him. 
Four years ago, he’d welcomed her to her first training day, and she’d gone tongue-tied, staring at him like he held the secrets to the universe.
“Julia is too sweet of a flower for someone like him,” Lizzie said. 
What did that mean?
Cami dismissed her with a wave. “That’s not true. Julia is a badass woman who is finally braving the dating scene.”
“You’re blinded by love,” Lizzie added, leaning her elbows against the to-go stand and staring into the distance. “I wish I could get a date with a guy, too.”
“Who would you want to date?” Cami asked. “Do you like someone?”
Lizzie twisted her lips in contemplation, glancing at Julia as she said, “Probably Mark.”
Julia suppressed a flinch at her words and direct eye contact. Did she know something? Cami was the only person who knew about her crush. Not even Joseph.
“Gross,” Joseph and Cami said in unison.
Lizzie missed their joke. “You guys say gross, but I say he’s so hot. He’s got that emotionally unavailable thing that makes you wish he’d pick you.”
“You’re too young to understand how sad that is,” Joseph said.
“Okay, bye,” Julia interrupted, not wanting to be part of the conversation anymore. Everyone was startled by her sudden outburst. “I’m staying the night in Austin with Aaron, so I won’t be back tonight.”
Cami gave her a thumbs up. “Noted.”
“That means we can be as loud as we want,” Joseph joked, sending her a wink.
Julia groaned and turned away, looking forward to that nap.

      [image: ]Julia watched her older brother type rapidly on his phone. They sat beside one another in a booth inside a fancy steakhouse in downtown Austin. 
Aaron had gotten sucked into his phone right after she’d asked to pose together for a selfie five minutes ago. He’d picked up his phone while she posted to Instagram, and he was lost to it ever since. 
Unlike her, Aaron had distinctly Mexican features, including his darker skin tone and ebony hair. Their father and her mother never let them forget that they had different moms, but they never cared about the distinction. 
Whether he was her half or full sibling, he was her only brother, and she loved him dearly. Aaron was an absolute sweetheart and one of her favorite people on the planet. 
Tonight, he’d gone the extra mile by driving thirty minutes south to pick her up for dinner. Even though this dinner was scheduled by their father, who claimed he had important news, he couldn’t be bothered to show up on time. 
Typical. 
Julia’s controlled ponytail tugged at her scalp. She’d thrown on one of her more comfortable but appropriate dresses. It was yellow—her favorite color. Hopefully, Dad wouldn’t have anything to say about her outfit or the minimal makeup she’d put on earlier.
“Who are you texting?” she asked, finally drawing attention to how quiet Aaron had been. 
Placing his phone on the red tablecloth, he rubbed his eyes. 
“It’s a client. It’s not important.” 
He folded his arms on the table and faced her. 
“How are finals going?”
“Good. They’re all papers I can turn in virtually, and then I’m finished.”
“You’ll do great. I’m proud of you.”
He was the third person to say that today. 
Was she proud of herself, too? She’d been going through the motions for a while, but maybe she should be. Few people could say they held a job and finished college in four years. 
“Thank you. I don’t know what to do next. My boss offered me a salary position, so I might take it.”
“How much does it pay?” 
She’d forgotten to ask about that. “I’m not sure, but there’s not much in my field right now. Everyone wants unpaid interns or offers low wages. My boss mentioned benefits, and I know he’d compensate me well. He owns one of the few restaurants in town that pays its employees a livable wage.”
Aaron nodded. “You don’t want to work for Dad?”
Dread settled in her gut. “He hasn’t asked, but even if he did… I don’t think it’d be a good fit.”
Aaron sighed. “Yeah, I’d hate to double our daily arguments.”
“Things aren’t getting better?”
He was quiet for a long moment. “You know how he is.”
Julia knew, and it bothered her that their father gave him a hard time. 
Dad owned Sanchez Construction, a large company in Austin. He’d started the business in his thirties, after receiving a large inheritance from Grandpa John. At first, it was small, but it grew over time as he made solid connections and screwed over the right people.
Julia wasn’t supposed to know about that, but Aaron kept her in the loop to a degree. There were things he and Dad argued about that he kept to himself, and she knew it was to protect her, but she worried about him. 
Aaron had been left behind when her parents divorced. She visited every other weekend, but he took the brunt of Dad’s erratic behavior. 
The man usually ignored Julia’s existence unless he wanted to comment on her appearance, but Aaron was wrapped up in so much more.
Her phone vibrated on the table, and she glanced at the screen. A new notification read, “measton001 liked your photo.” 
Julia’s breath caught as she tapped and scrolled on the screen, finding a second notification. “measton001 commented: “Great pic. Love your necklace.”
She blinked and touched her collarbone, feeling the small heart pendant hanging on the silver chain. Flutters erupted inside her belly as she smiled. 
“Who’s measton001?” Aaron asked, leaning over her shoulder to look at her screen.
She angled it away. “None of your business, nosey.”
Aaron smirked. “Okay, sorry, I asked.”
She was about to give a snarky remark before the smile slipped from Aaron’s face. He straightened, and she glanced over her shoulder to see Dad stalking toward them. 
In his dark suit, with his graying hair was styled with expensive gel, he was intimidating. He lifted his arm to allow room for a small, young-looking woman to fill the space beside him.
Julia’s gut lurched. That was not her stepmother.
“Hello, children,” Dad said as he stopped at the table’s edge. He beamed as he gestured to the petite woman under his arm. “This is Vanessa. Vanessa, these are my children.”
“I’m Aaron,” he said, offering his hand.
“I’m Julia,” she said in a voice that didn’t sound like hers. 
She was frozen as Dad offered for Vanessa to slide into the booth first. Julia stared at her for a moment, taking in her red hair and pale skin. She looked similar to Mom, which creeped her out further.
A server appeared and asked for drinks. As usual, Dad ordered for everyone. Waters for the women and beers for the men.
After the waiter walked away, Dad turned his attention to them. “Julia is graduating soon, it seems. Time for her to join the company with the rest of the Sanchez clan.”
Julia tensed, darting her gaze at the new woman sitting with them. “About that…I actually received a job offer today.”
“That’s great, princess, but I doubt they’ll be able to pay you what I can. It’s nice to have eyes on you already.”
Julia swallowed thickly. Her hand shook as she tried to collect her thoughts well enough to express them clearly. 
Dad couldn’t be her boss. There was no way when he always railroaded her and cut her off. Being around him often had her on edge, triggering her anxiety. 
“It’s a position I want, so I’m going to take it,” she said, keeping her voice steady. 
Dad’s gaze morphed into a glare. Instead of responding to Julia’s insistence she chose her own career, he changed the subject. 
“I’m sure you’re both wondering why I brought you here. I wanted to give you the news in person. Aaron, I see you daily, but I wanted to tell you and my princess together.”
Julia almost gagged at hearing the endearment again. He only called her a princess when he patronized her. She figured this conversation would be a confession to leaving Farrah and falling in love with someone else.
“Vanessa’s pregnant.” 
Julia’s eyes widened as Aaron froze beside her. She hadn’t expected that. 
“And we’re engaged. I proposed a few days ago. This might be a shock because I hadn’t introduced you yet, but I can promise she will make your father very happy.” 
He grabbed her hand and kissed it as she flushed. She gazed at him, her eyes filled with hope and love, and Julia felt vomit rise.
“What about Farrah?” she asked without thinking.
When Dad’s eyes met hers, they were steely. He’d gone from lovesick to threatening in a blink, and she almost regretted speaking. 
But it bothered her. 
He wanted to announce a new baby and engagement to someone else when they’d had Sunday dinner with his wife a few weeks ago. He was ridiculous.
“Who’s Farrah?” Vanessa asked with genuine confusion.
“Jesus Christ,” Aaron grumbled, putting his head in his hands.
Dad growled in annoyance. “I don’t owe either of you an explanation for anything. I’m with someone that makes me happy. Vanessa values me more than Farrah ever did. That woman is dead to me.” He turned to Vanessa. “I’m so sorry. My daughter is making stories up again.”
“That’s not true,” Julia shouted. 
People glanced over from nearby tables, but she was too shocked to care. Anxiety rushed through her body, and her heart pounded in her ears. 
“We had dinner with her less than a month ago.” She turned to Vanessa. “How long have you two been in a relationship?”
Vanessa squirmed, seemingly uncomfortable. “We had our first anniversary last month.”
“First anniversary!” Julia shrieked. 
Dad rolled his eyes. “Julia always had an issue with sharing her dad with other women. I thought she’d grown out of it by now, but obviously, she hasn’t.” He glared at her. “I really shouldn’t have spoiled you so much. You want all my attention and love, but I have more to give. Sorry, princess, but you’re not everything to me.”
Those words stung because Julia knew she was nothing. He wanted to show her off when it benefited him. 
“Miguel,” Vanessa said quietly, touching his arm. “It’s fine.”
Julia could tell the woman believed his lies, and her body shook with rage instead of nerves now. 
“I’m going to the bathroom,” she announced, shoving Aaron with her elbow. 
Grabbing her phone and purse off the table, she darted past tables of patrons who watched her with interest. Nosey bitches. She found the bathroom and threw the door open, wiping away the few escaped tears once she was safely inside a small stall. 
Why was she so upset? So what if he introduced a new woman this way? Maybe it was a final straw for her. On top of his blatant rejection and dismissal, he also had to be a liar. 
This wasn’t the first time he had done it, either. Secret, lying, and tricks were part of his game. He forced Aaron to keep Farrah a secret for nearly two years before he stood up at dinner one evening and announced that he was in love with someone else and was leaving. 
He claimed Julia’s mother wasn’t enough for him. Their family wasn’t enough. Julia had slowly convinced herself that it had to be because he truly loved Farrah. Even if she was cold and sometimes mean. 
She put up with her stepmother without a fuss because she wanted to support her family, but now this?
And he didn’t even care.
Julia groaned when her phone call to Cami went to voicemail. She doom-scrolled social media as she tried to calm herself. She had an unread notification, so she clicked the icon and saw the earlier comment from Mark. 
Clicking his name, she looked at his profile. The last uploaded picture was on New Year’s Eve when they’d gone out as a group. Ten of their coworkers were piled on a couch at a bar in town. Julia sat beside him, and his arm was wrapped around her. They were holding almost empty beer glasses and smiling.
Her heart squeezed as she recalled the moment. 
She’d been talking to Cami when someone announced they wanted to take a picture. Mark had plopped down in the empty seat beside her, brushing his leg against hers and wrapping an arm around her. They shared a smile, and he said he was glad she came.
She had been lovestruck the rest of the night, and it gave new life to the crush she’d been harboring for him. He had the power to make her feel better.
As she wiped under her eyes, she clicked “Message” on his profile. 
Their last conversation was a reply to one of her stories. He’d complimented a painting she’d done a few weeks ago. She typed out a message, breathing heavily through her nose. She knew it was stupid to expose herself like this, but she wanted… something.
Validation. To be soothed. Something she knew he could give her at that moment. She sent the message and released another sigh.
A knock sounded on the bathroom door. There was only one person it could be. She cleaned her face as best as she could before returning to the hallway. Aaron rested against the opposite wall. 
His arms crossed his chest, and he looked as mad as she felt. She knew it wasn’t aimed at her. 
“You okay?” he asked. 
She stood beside him. “Yeah. Sorry about the public freakout.”
“He’s the one who should be sorry. He’s a douche.” He sighed and gestured to the dining room. “He left anyway. He told me to make sure you were okay.”
She rolled her eyes. “I doubt he cares.”
“I’m sure he doesn’t, but whatever. We don’t have to let him ruin our night.” He bumped her shoulder with his. “Where do you want to go? The night’s still young, and I’m hungry.”
Walking downtown and getting a drink sounded fun, but her anxiety attack also wore her out. “Let’s go home. We can play games.”
He pulled her close, shoving her head into his armpit. She pushed him away, laughing as he disheveled her hair. They headed out the backdoor, into the summer heat of the night. 
“All right, we can do that, but you’re buying our beer.” 
“If you let me go, you have a deal.”
He released her, and they laughed as they walked around the building to his truck. She settled into the seat, almost forgetting about the message she’d sent Mark, until her phone buzzed in her lap, and she saw it was from him.






  
  Three
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Mark’s parents lived in what would be considered the “nice area” of San Marcos. All the houses were large and expensive, made from stone, with large lawns and yards. 
They moved into the house when he was his and his brother was ten. For the first time in their lives, they had separate rooms, and Mark hated it. 
He snuck into Nick’s room nearly every night for the first three months and slept on the floor, feeling safer when his older brother was there to protect him. 
Mark followed him like a shadow for much of their childhood and wished his brother was here as he sat at the table in his family’s dining room, closing himself off from the woman beside him. 
This was his defense mechanism against the woman who’d broken his heart eight years ago. She didn’t deserve to be at this table.
Why had he thought it a good idea to spare his parents the truth? If they had known what she did, she probably wouldn’t be here.
Sarah laughed at something his father said, and Mark struggled not to outwardly cringe. She was thinner than she used to be. Her dark hair, which she’d kept long throughout their adolescence, was now cut into a blunt bob. She wore a white sundress covered with purple and pink flowers, making her seem more innocent and approachable than she was.
He knew the viper that lived within.
Her father sat beside her, and her mother sat across. They’d been good friends to his parents throughout his life, so he said nothing when Sarah ended their four-year relationship over text. She lived in another town, and he didn’t anymore, with no plans of moving back. 
He figured he wouldn’t see her ever again, so why ruin a strong friendship between their parents?
But of course, Sarah recently moved back and was visiting her family’s house when Mom invited them to dinner.
“It’s been such a long time,” Mom gushed, sitting across from Mark. Dad sat beside him at the head of the table, opposite Sarah’s father. “I’m glad we could all catch up.”
Sarah grinned. “Me too.” 
She glanced at Mark, but he didn’t meet her gaze. He couldn’t. Instead, he focused on Mom while she continued to talk about old times. Her dirty blonde hair was piled into a messy bun, and she wore a blue blouse with a ruffle in the center of the chest.
In his usual polo shirt and slacks, Dad looked healthier than he’d been in weeks, and the timing couldn’t be better since the trip involved a lot of walking and socializing. Mark would ensure Dad didn’t push himself too hard as it was getting hard for him to keep up physically.  
While the parents caught up, Mark picked at what was left of his steak and mashed potatoes. Sarah shifted closer, and he
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