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      If you’ve read any of my books, you’ll know that the chapter names are all song titles. Music has been an integral part of my life, and it always sets the mood. Whether it’s the overall energy of a song, the lyrics, or even just the title, that tone carries through into my written words on the page. The playlist and a link can be found at the back of each book, or you can find them on my website: www.amybookerauthor.com.
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          FROM AFAR

          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t expect to run into her so soon. When I suggested the band come to my hometown of Chandler, Ohio, to work on our next album, I knew I would see her at some point. Statistically, it was inevitable. It’s a small damned town. That it’s happening within the first hour of arriving back was not the plan. Recognizing her long chocolate brown hair, I know her the instant my eyes catch sight of her.

      Sarah Lawrence.

      Watching her from inside the gas station, and basically blocking the door for all incoming and outgoing traffic, not that I care, takes my breath away. She’s standing by the back of her car while filling it up, her eyes are closed, and I can tell she’s in her own little world, humming a song to herself as she always does.

      The early evening slanting sun shines on her hair, casting a copper glow on her beautiful, suntanned face. Sarah is simply stunning, and my breath catches a little as I take her in. Her curves still curve in a way that drives me nuts, and a new dragonfly tattoo forms part of a half sleeve on her right arm. We’d talked about her wanting to add that particular one, and I’m happy she followed through. It suits her perfectly. Quiet. Peaceful. Beautiful. That’s my Sarah. Well, not my Sarah.

      “Excuse me,” an older woman says impatiently as she pushes me aside in a hurry to return to her car. She glances back and gives me a vicious glare while shaking her head like she’s got any clue what’s happening in mine. She has no idea I suddenly spotted the unrequited love of my life, and at that moment, my heart left my body and dropped to the grimy store floor. Metaphorically, of course, but this lady doesn’t realize that.

      Not letting her distract me, my focus is strictly on Sarah, who is still oblivious that I’m only around thirty feet away from her, watching her like some stalker.

      Shit, I think, abruptly aware of how horrifyingly creepy I must appear to everyone around me. I glance down at the power drink in my right hand and the car keys in my left, as if they’ll give me some clue as to what I’m supposed to do with myself.

      Right. I stopped to buy a bottle of water on my way to my band’s hotel. No big deal. Did I pay for this already? I did, right? Fuck, Ryan, get your shit together.

      Shifting back to the doors, I’m unsure if I should make myself known to Sarah or slink out with my head and face obscured somehow. My baseball cap mostly does the trick, and I’m pretty good about going incognito to escape getting recognized, but I didn’t foresee hiding in my own town. Not that I’m super famous, but our band’s popularity is picking up a little, and I can’t always guess what to expect from people.

      This moment caught me completely off guard, even though I envisioned my reunion with Sarah a million times in my head. To be fair, our meeting again did not happen at the corner gas station whenever I dared to picture it, but here we are. I need to figure a way out of this. I am not prepared to face her yet.

      Acting on impulse, I duck my head deeper into my hat and speed walk to my car without flat out running to avoid being inconspicuous. I probably look like a complete idiot to anyone paying me any mind. My feet slide a little on the greasy concrete as I move past Sarah, whose eyes are still shut, and I can hear a snippet of the tune she is singing to herself.

      The sound of her sweet voice carrying on the wind sends a tingling down the skin of my arms. One of the hardest things I’ll ever do is go past her; without acknowledging her, calling to her, being in her presence without her detecting that I’m here. My heart lurches a little, and I have to take a deep breath.

      This isn’t the time or place for a reunion. The band still needs to settle in at their hotel, and I want to get myself situated at my mom’s house and hang out with her at least for a little while. I haven’t seen her in person for almost a year, and even then, she had to come visit me while I was on the road.

      Close to three years have gone by since my last time here in town, and this is the exact reason why. I knew as soon as I saw Sarah, I would lose all control. All the bricks in the wall I built around me and my heart would instantly crumble, and I was right. The dust and ash of those bricks and mortar are falling all around, getting ready to choke me.

      Jumping into my car, I slump down behind the wheel as much as my 6’2” frame can, quietly thanking our manager Vanessa in my head for renting one with tinted windows. At least if Sarah looks around, she won’t see me. I don’t start the car but continue to stare silently as Sarah finishes filling her tank, her eyes popping open when the pump automatically stops.

      I could watch her when she gets in her musical reveries all day. Her singing is the purest form of happiness I know on the planet. She grabs her receipt, frowning at it briefly before getting into her car. It hits me then she’s driving her mother’s Honda. The sedan must be pretty old by now, and it’s odd she’s not using the new car she bought a few years ago when she graduated from college. It makes me wonder if she’s been in an accident or something since I saw her last. This thought makes my mind go dark, imagining her hurt or worse.

      I shake my head to clear those thoughts and look on as she carefully pulls onto the road, heading further out of town in the direction of her house on the lake. Maybe she just filled up her mom’s car for her. It would be like her to do that for someone else.

      I’m so tempted to follow her. To go to her house and tell her I never stopped thinking about her. I never stopped loving her. Of course, I’d never told her I loved her in the first place, so that would probably freak her out. I let that chance slip through my fingers long ago, so I can’t do that. I need to play it cool. I feel enough like a damned stalker already from just watching her here.

      Sighing loudly, I push the air out of my chest, which is suddenly heavy with a weight I’ve not felt in a long time. The significance of my feelings for Sarah could drown me if I let them. I can’t let them. Not now that I almost learned how to live with them. Almost being the keyword.
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          COME HOME

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      The front door hinges squeak in protest as I push it shut. The constant humid air from Lake Erie only a few hundred feet away makes itself heard in the groan of the old metal. There are too many things needing repairs and never enough time, energy, or money to fix them. One of these days, I’ll have that door fixed.

      “Is that you, Sarah?” my younger brother Benji calls from the kitchen, sounding distracted. I sigh inwardly. Who else could it possibly be?

      “Nope,” I yell back, a sarcastic smile growing. “The ghost of Christmas Future just appeared from nowhere, and dude, we need to talk.” As I turn into the kitchen, I find Benji at the counter, his face buried in one of his textbooks and a sandwich Dagwood himself would be proud of in one hand.

      “Very funny,” he mumbles, covering his mouth trying not to spray ham and lettuce all over his new book.

      He’s starting college in a week, and I’m still shocked at how time has flown. My chest tightens at the thought of him leaving so soon to go hundreds of miles away and me living in this massive house all by myself. Our mom would have wanted it this way; I need to remind myself.

      Fighting back the tears burning the back of my throat, I ask, “What’s up? How are your books looking? Think you’re going to be able to handle it?” I cringe a little when the last question comes out, but I need to be sure he will be in the right head space. I won’t be there for him if he should need me.

      His jaw tenses, but he rolls his eyes at me. “I’ll be fine. These books aren’t too bad. I think there will be some overlap to my senior term. And besides, Joe will be with me.

      Joe has been Benji’s boyfriend for the past eighteen months or so, and the two of them together are beyond adorable. Meeting at a grief support group, starting as friends, and gradually becoming more, they are the definition of relationship goals. Joe understands Benji’s emotional complexities in a way few people can, and since our mother’s death two years ago, he has been a comfort to him.

      “Good,” I sigh a little too loudly. I don’t want to show I’m relieved, but I am. I worry about Benji so much and always will.

      He went through a scary, rough patch when Mom passed away and went to a dark place I didn’t think he’d ever come back from. He couldn’t start college when he first graduated from high school because of how he handled her death, or, didn’t handle it more like it. I’m so proud of how far he’s come in two years. Joe showing up in his life when he did probably saved him more than anything else could.

      The five year age difference between us can sometimes feel like an entire generation gap, and other times we act like twins. How we each dealt with our grief brought us together as siblings in a way I don’t think anything else could have. Now that he’s twenty-one, and leaving to attend college, I’m about to become a super young empty nester.

      Benji closes his book and wipes his hands together to get rid of the sandwich crumbs. He glances up at me, a severe worry taking over his sharp features. His brown eyes that match mine soften as he speaks hesitantly, his voice barely audible, “So, did you see him?”

      I stare at my brother, utterly confused. “Who?” I have no idea what he’s talking about, and the concerned expression on his face is beginning to freak me out. “Who was I supposed to see?” His eyes drop to the floor where our shepherd mix dog, Gunner, is hungrily gobbling up fallen crumbs. Benji is avoiding my question. You can’t throw a loaded question at me like that. “Benji?” I ask again, more forcefully this time. “Who was I supposed to see? Talk to me, dude.”

      He glances nervously out the back sliding doors leading to the deck and then further out to the lake before slowly dragging his eyes back to me. “Ryan Crawford.”

      Time halts, the waves on the lake outside stop crashing, and the world pauses spinning for a second when I hear his name. The name I’ve tried so hard to forget the last three years but failed miserably. It haunts me both day and night, no matter how hard I try to forget him.

      “Are you alright?” Anxiety takes over his face. “Are you going to be sick?”

      “I’m fine,” I lie, flashing a brief fake smile at my brother. “No, I haven’t seen Ryan.” My voice catches a little on his name as I say it aloud for the first time in forever. The reverb sound of it vibrates in my chest like an echo chamber. Busying myself, I pick up his plate and turn to wash it, desperate to hide my face I’m sure is betraying my every emotion. “Is he back in town?” I ask, trying to sound uninterested. I am obviously highly interested.

      “Yeah, I guess he and his band are in town to record a new album. Since you work at Lakeshore Studio, I figured you would have known about it.”

      The plate slips from my soapy hands and clatters to the sink, luckily not breaking. I whip around to face my brother, “His band is the one recording at Lakeshore?” I knew the studio was booked and blocked for two whole months, but I didn’t know it was Indigo King, Ryan’s band that are taking it over.

      I’ve been upset that myself and the other studio musicians and producers, who depend on the income from working there, would be shut out for so long. My stomach feels sucker-punched, and a million thoughts fly through my mind in seconds.

      Why didn’t anyone tell me Ryan would be at Lakeshore? Does he know I work there?

      I’m getting way ahead of myself in my downward spiral into Crazy Town and am jolted harshly back into the present with the sound of a light knock on the front door. I hadn’t noticed anyone pull into the driveway. Water drips from my hands, forming little puddles on the kitchen floor around me as I freeze in place.

      Benji and I gawk at each other, and our eyes lock the way siblings do when they’re thinking the same thing. “It couldn’t be, right?” he asks. Not pulling his eyes away from me, he gets up carefully and walks to the foyer to check who it is.

      My breath is still caught in my windpipe where it stalled. There’s no way Ryan could be here. Why would he be here? We haven’t seen each other in three years.

      I’m still frozen in place when Benji calls from the hallway, “It’s only Joe with his hands full of too much food for dinner.” Seconds later, Joe strolls into the kitchen, looking fabulous as usual. His jet black hair is slicked back and gleaming, he’s wearing his billion-dollar smile, and his arms are heavily laden with groceries.

      “Hi darling,” he purrs, looking over the frames of his designer sunglasses at me quizzically, and leaning over to air kiss each of my cheeks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Am I that pale? I am, aren’t I? If I didn’t wear two gazillion SPF, I might have some color.” The bags slide to the ground in a graceful tumble only Joe could pull off.

      My mind finally snaps back into place, and I let my breath out in a long whoosh, damp hands going to my heart to calm down the racing, leaving a wet hand print on my faded tank top. “I’m fine,” I fib, flashing another fake smile. The heat grows rosy on my cheeks, betraying my nerves. “You just gave us a scare, that’s all.”

      “I’m so, so, sorry,” Joe slaps his palms together, begging for forgiveness. “You know my little Prius is the complete opposite of my boisterous self and doesn’t like to draw attention. She does like to sneak up on people, though, the little electric sorceress.”

      “I wasn’t scared,” Benji chimes in, bending to help Joe unpack the groceries. He gives Joe a sly sideways grin, his voice conspiratorial, “She’s bugging out because her ex-boyfriend is back in town.”

      Joe’s eyebrows fly higher on his face than nature should allow. “Boyfriend? Sarah? Since when? Do tell. I want all the juicy details.” He leans forward with his elbows on the island, chin propped up on his folded hands, eagerly awaiting any upcoming gossip. “What’s his name? Is he hot? Is he taller than you? Please tell me he’s taller than you.”

      I roll my eyes at Benji and point at Joe with a ‘see-what-you-started’ expression. “He was never my boyfriend,” I say matter-of-factly. I just wanted him to be, I think to myself.

      “Well, you wanted him to be,” Benji says, reading my mind out loud, expertly juggling a few apples Joe brought without missing a beat.

      “I did not,” I lie again, giving him a dirty look. I grab a piece of fruit out of the air and, taking a big bite, head to the sliding doors. “Call me when dinner is ready, peasants,” I call snarkily over my shoulder. “I need to get to the bar early tonight for the party.”

      I’ve decorated the Stout Hideout Pub, where I luckily also bartend, this afternoon for my best friend Jenny’s engagement party tonight. I’m determined to make sure everything goes without a hitch, but this news about Ryan has thrown me.

      I’ll have to set aside my current shock about Ryan’s arrival in town and reschedule the nervous breakdown I was just about to have for a later date. Jenny would kill me if I even tried to bail on her or not show up, and I wouldn’t do that. This party is so crucial for her and Luke.

      Jenny’s father Marty owns Lakeshore Studio, which now makes me wonder if she knew Ryan’s band would be here. Jenny’s the only other person in the world that knows how I really felt about Ryan. Shit, how I still feel about him. All these years later, and just hearing his name makes my heart skip a beat. It’s crazy.

      Gunner trails on my heels as I escape any further inquisition by Joe, stepping onto the deck, across our small back yard, and down the stairs to the rocky beach below. The sounds of Benji and Joe’s laughter and chatting as they prepare our dinner follow me through the late summer air as I walk away.

      Gorgeous bright oranges and pinks streak across the horizon as the sun sets on the lake. I find my usual spot on one of the larger driftwood branches offering the best view of the nearby lighthouse in Nightingale Harbor, down the shore from our house. Gunner splashes joyfully in and out of the tide, chasing imaginary friends I assume he can detect, but I can’t. Ghosts seem to be everywhere today, some more real than others.

      Once I settle in to watch the sunset, I can’t help but lift my knees and hug them tightly, digging my chin in as this latest news settles over me like a heavy blanket. Ryan Crawford is back in Chandler.

      Does he even know I’m still living here? That I work at Lakeshore? About my mom? I have so many questions, and no answers. I really need to talk to Jenny tonight.

      When Ryan left to go to LA three years ago, we never talked or even texted again, and it hadn’t ended on the best terms. I made sure of that.

      Does he somehow know I lied back then?
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          FROM WHERE YOU ARE

          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      When I pull into the driveway of my childhood home a few hours later for the first time in three years, waves of nostalgia wash over me. But I don’t have time to reminisce since my mom is already rushing out the front door waving what looks like a dishtowel. Her five-foot-nothing frame barrels into me as I get out, slamming me into the driver’s side door. She could be an all-star linebacker if she wants to; she’s so damn strong.

      “My boy!” she cries, tears streaking her cheeks as she squeezes me tighter. “My boy, the rock star is finally home!”

      “Mom...” I gasp, trying to drag some air back into my lungs and becoming a little embarrassed, as the neighbors who happen to be outside are getting quite the show. “Ma, I’m happy to be back.” Kissing the top of her head lightly, I peel her off me and hold her by the shoulders at arm’s length to take her in. Her youthful face never seems to age, but there are hints of dark circles under her bright eyes. She’s obviously tired. A touch of pine cleaner lingers around her, and I can tell she most likely stayed up all night and day cleaning the house in preparation for my arrival. It’s just how she is. Her dark hair is in its usual tight bun piled on top of her head, and I notice a few new silver strands sparkling in the glow of the streetlights. “You’re looking lovely as ever,” I smile, looking down at her.

      “Oof. El timador,” she blushes as she swats the towel playfully at my chest, wiping tears from her eyes. Her Spanish always comes out when she’s overly emotional. Unfortunately, it isn’t something I learned much of, and she never pushed me to, wanting me to be thoroughly American. She thought I would have a better life than her if I spoke only English. I never forced it either. I didn’t want to be different from my peers or picked on like any kid. A pang of guilt flows through me at the thought, as it often does when I think of how her heritage is lost on me. “Hustler, or trickster to you, Yankee,” she nods and winks at me.

      “I get the gist Ma,” I croak, stuffing my emotions down as I always do. The long day of traveling and the emotional roller coaster of seeing Sarah earlier are mixing with my excitement at being home. The combination is now hitting me like a truck and making me exhausted.

      “Good,” she says, walking around to the car’s trunk and rapping on it with her hand. “Let’s get you settled and fed. You look like an esqueleto.” She quirks an eyebrow at me, and her examination of me is disapproving as only a mother can be. “Doesn’t Vanessa feed you? I send her recipes.”

      My mother and our manager are now like sisters in the sorority of Indigo King, whose entire mission in life is to make sure we eat, sleep, and exercise properly. Our music and careers are only secondary, which I guess isn’t a wrong way to think in the whole scheme of things, but that’s not productive or conducive to success in the music business.

      “I’m not a wilting flower, believe me,” I say, as I nudge her jokingly out of the way with my hip, and pull out my duffel bag and guitar case. She reaches to grab one, and I lightly slap her hand to stop her. “Nope, I’ll get these. Why don’t you finish cooking whatever delicious meal I can almost taste from here? My mouth is watering, I haven’t had food to eat in days, and I’m starving.” I whine and clutch my stomach, giving her my best fake pitiful expression. I’m not lying, though, I am hungry, and it does smell delicious.

      “Oof,” she sighs again, grinning. She turns on her heel and leads me into the house.

      Returning to the childhood home you grew up in is always strange. It feels smaller for some reason that doesn’t make any sense to my brain. Nothing has changed. The furniture is the same and hasn’t been moved in decades. The decor and paint aren’t any different. Frames hang on the same spots on the walls. The familiar aroma of the house, with its spices and cleaners wafting in the air, triggers memories of growing up here. The quintessential essence of home; there’s nothing else like it in the world.

      Once in my old bedroom, which hasn’t changed either since the day I left home, I toss the duffel bag on the floor at the foot of the bed. A twin bed. I groan inwardly as I imagine myself trying to cram into this thing for the next few months. How did I sleep here before? I’ve not grown taller since leaving. Picturing our cramped van and the bunks on our occasional tour bus if we’re lucky, I shrug and mutter, “slept in worse spots, I guess.”

      I look around at the surrounding posters, all my music idols, and bands I admired and wanted to emulate. High school talent show ribbons still hang from hooks by the door, swaying softly from the breeze of the ceiling fan above. My old vinyl record collection still takes up half of one wall, with the other half crammed with battered paperback books, and I absently run my finger along the spines of the covers. So much of my life is showcased here--so much inspiration.

      My eye catches on the bulletin board above my old desk, full of photos and notebook pages of lyrics. I unpin one of the papers and read it, my thumb tracing the ink as I recognize Sarah’s neat handwriting. Its sharp points and smooth curves form words I hoped her heart meant, but of course it didn’t.

      
        
        
        Someday you’ll see me

        You’ll see how much I love you

        And someday you’ll love me too

      

        

      
        Somewhere, with a love like that, I always knew

        There were chances, just a chance for something more

        Somewhere, with a love like that, I always knew

        There were chances, just a chance for something more

      

      

      

      My hand starts to crumble the page instinctively, but I stop myself, noticing for the first time that there is something different about my room. Every picture of Sarah is missing.

      Gone.

      Group photos that included her have disappeared too. My heart clenches as I pin the lyrics back to the corkboard, smoothing out the wrinkles, knowing that my mom is only trying to protect me by taking those down.

      She only ever wants the best for me and will do anything for me, including trying to rewrite history. She saw how devastated I was when I left for LA without Sarah. I’m sure she thought, ‘out of sight, out of mind,’ when taking them away, but life doesn’t work that way. I can’t think of Chandler, let alone breathe its air without thinking about her. How could I not? When I was here, she was the air I breathed.

      This entire room reminds me of Sarah, even without the visual cues of pictures. We spent so much time inside these four walls, talking about books we’ve read, laughing and joking, writing songs, and being comfortable in each other’s company while she quietly studied, and I played my guitar. And of course, the last day we were ever together, when I asked her to go with me out to Los Angeles, and she refused. Not only did she turn me down, but she shattered my hopes for us as a couple once and for all.

      It was a side of her I’d never seen before, or even know she possessed. She made it seem like asking her to go with me was the most offensive thing I could have ever done. I didn’t think she had a mean bone in her body. I thought I knew Sarah, but it turned out I didn’t know her at all.

      I had dared to start opening my soul to her, something I was scared to death to do as I knew it could devastate our friendship, and I had been right. It did ruin everything. Even though I didn’t tell her about how deeply I felt for her at the time, I still wonder how things would be between us if I hadn’t started. She stopped me well before I got too deep into my feelings. Maybe things would be different, but probably not. She was crystal clear how little I meant to her.

      I run my hand through my hair and then shake out my fingers, as I often do when anxious. The chains and leather bands around my wrist rattle together faintly in the quiet of the empty room. Coming here to record might not be such a great idea after all. I thought I could handle being home again, and it would make for good songwriting to return to my roots. If this keeps up, though, the only thing I’ll be writing about is heartbreak and heartache. Sure, they’re standard song fare, but how long can wallowing in self-pity be the motivation for my music? I need to find a new muse before I make myself crazy. History can’t be rewritten, no matter how much I want it to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter 4

          

          TRAITOR

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      Chandler isn’t exactly a popular live music destination compared to Cleveland to the east, but it is a hidden gem for the local community. With a renowned performing arts college nearby, the area is bustling with budding artists of all kinds, especially musicians.

      The Stout Hideout Pub is part bar, part event space, with enough room for smaller intimate concerts but is mainly used for Open Mic Nights, and a terrace in the back leading to the beach only used in the summer.

      The sound of the band warming up on the patio behind the bar carries out to the parking lot as I shut my car door. I hired the other house musicians from Lakeshore Studio to play tonight’s party. It helps that the bride-to-be, Jenny, is also their boss’s daughter.

      As I round the corner to the back, I’m met with a soft glow from the string lights stretching on posts and connecting the umbrellas centered in the tables. The clear bulbs reflect softly on the white roses I intertwined with them earlier this afternoon when I set up, and the effect is lovely. It’s like something out of a fairy tale. Well, a fairy tale taking place on a pub patio, at least. The fragrance from the flowers in the air is fantastic, and I bet Jenny will swoon when she gets here.

      She and I talked about and planned our respective weddings ever since we were girls in grade school, and Jenny’s colors were always white and gold. And here we are, about to celebrate the beginning of her wedding preparations with her engagement party decked out in white and gold. She’s always been particular about what she wants for her wedding and its festivities. I love that she trusts me enough to capture her vision with this party. I hope everything meets her expectations.

      I smile and wave my hellos to the band as I make my way inside to check on the catering and drinks. Mark, the bartender working tonight, catches my eye and calls me over. Since the beginning of summer, he’s new to the bar and cute in his way, but a perpetual flirt. Even when he’s not flirting, he’s flirting; he can’t help himself. He exudes confidence. Mark is definitely not my type, so I don’t ever take him or his innuendos too seriously. The overt flirting is a running gag between us at this point. We both know nothing will come of it.

      “Hey there, Sarah,” he smiles at me, giving me an overly obvious once over. Heat prickles my cheeks and neck in response to the attention. “You’re looking mighty fine this evening.” A twinkle in his eye that is always there sparkles.

      “Thanks, Mark,” I say, ignoring his impishness and trying to keep my tone professional. Tonight’s not a night to joke around. This is too important to Jenny. “How are things looking for tonight? Got everything you need to set up outside?”

      “I think so.” He’s catching on to my seriousness and putting a final bottle of white wine in a box to take to the patio. “The instructions you left this afternoon were pretty clear. Sorry I couldn’t be here to help you set up earlier.”

      He gives me a sheepish grin and puppy dog eyes I’m sure other women can’t resist. But resist them, I do. When someone says they’ll “try” to do something, I never count on it. Relying on other people isn’t one of my strong suits.

      “No problem,” I mutter, trying my best to brush him off and scanning for a sign of Jenny and her fiancé Luke’s arrival. I need to talk to her about what I heard today about Ryan before the party goes into full swing. My calls earlier went straight to voicemail, and a rock settles in the pit of my stomach. Is she ignoring me to avoid the conversation? The possibility Jenny knew Ryan was coming back and didn’t tell me bothers the crap out of me.

      Is it possible Marty hadn’t told her about Ryan’s band recording at Lakeshore? I guess it could be. Maybe I should give her the benefit of the doubt and assume she wasn’t aware, or was too preoccupied with her engagement to pay attention to the Ryan situation.

      Jenny can be a little scattered at times, and important things can slip her mind. She’d once made it to the airport for a vacation when she realized her suitcases still sat in the foyer at home. I love her to death, but she can be frustrating as hell. I’ll be heartbroken if she did know about Ryan but kept it from me, but I’ll cross that bridge if and when we come to it.

      Lorelai, the owner of the Stout Hideout, comes out of the kitchen with her hands full of hors d’oeuvres. Her fiery hair frames her round and happy face. Everything about Lorelai is round and happy. She exudes positive energy from her pores.

      “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” she beams at me, her lilting voice sounding like a song. “Your friends should get engaged more often,” she winks.

      “Thank you,” I blush. “And thanks again for letting us have the party here. It means a lot.” And it truly does. She’s letting us use the place for free and only charging us the cost for the drinks and food.

      “Pssshh,” she scoffs at me, waving her free hand. “Think nothing of it. I’m a big softy for a good love story.” As she leaves through the patio doors, I hear Jenny and Luke’s laughter coming from that direction and head back outside.

      The late summer air on the lake is perfect for a night under the stars. The rising moon isn’t quite full, but it shines rays of cool light down on everything, giving the party an even more ethereal aura. I spot Jenny and Luke walking hand in hand among a large group of other new arrivals. She glows in her white and gold dress, and Luke appears dumbfounded when he gazes down at her like he can’t believe how lucky he is. The two of them are perfect for each other, and I’m glad he finally got the nerve to pop the question. With Jenny already done planning her entire wedding when she was twelve, I’m not surprised he was a little intimidated.

      “Sarah!” Jenny squeals when she sees me. She runs over and wraps me into a huge hug, rocking me from side to side and almost throwing us off balance. “It’s perfect,” she whispers, digging her chin into my shoulder. “Just perfect.” She leans back and dabs at the corners of her eyes with the back of her hands, not wanting her makeup to run. “I knew you would knock this out of the park. Everything is amazing.”

      I let out a long breath of air, relieved she’s happy with all the work I put into making her night special. “Well, of course.” I laugh, bumping her with my arm, “I’ve envisioned what this party would be like since we were kids. It would be hard for me to get it wrong at this point.”

      She giggles along with me and nods, “You’re so right. I manifested this whole thing.”

      More people arrive and head towards us, so I touch Jenny’s arm lightly, “Find me later when you have a chance,” I say. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.” She raises an eyebrow at me, but nods her head before getting pulled into another hug by someone else. Talking to Jenny about Ryan can wait until we both have a few dances and a little wine in our systems.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The party goes without a hitch, and everyone seems to enjoy themselves. About halfway through, I joined the band and sang a song I had written for the couple, making Jenny ugly cry. Luckily pictures had been taken before I took the stage, so the engagement photos aren’t ruined along with her mascara.

      As people begin leaving and things are winding down, Jenny finds me on the steps of the patio leading to the beach beyond. The band breaks down their equipment, and soft acoustic guitar music is playing on the speaker system. The moonlight on the waves is hypnotizing, and I appreciate the wine a little too much.

      “Hey.” She quietly takes a seat on the step below me, peels off her strappy sandals, and wiggles her toes in the sand with a relieved sigh. “Ah, that’s better.” She leans back onto the step behind her, and looks at me with her brow furrowing in concern. “Are you okay? You look a little upset.”

      I search her face briefly for any sign she might understand why I’d be upset, but don’t see any hint that she does. “Did you know Ryan’s back in town?” I hold my breath a little as I watch her reaction. Her eyes widen and then close, and she lets out a long sigh.

      “Shiiiiiiiit,” she draws out, and slowly opens her eyes to gaze back at me. She’s known he was coming back and didn’t tell me. It hits me like a bullet to the heart.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Jenny?” I ask, disappointment dripping from my words. “And he’s recording at the studio? Did you know that too?”

      “I was going to tell you,” she nods, reaching out and grabbing my hand. “I swear I was going to tell you last week...”

      “Last week? An entire week?”

      “Actually...”

      “Longer than a week? Jenny, how could you keep that from me?” My voice strains as I try to keep my composure. The betrayal stabs at my heart. I pull my hand roughly out of hers. I’m acting immature, but I’m so hurt right now I can’t seem to control my emotions. Jenny knows what Ryan means to me. Well, what he meant to me years ago. She’s also aware I haven’t gotten over him completely, and probably never will. She knows what his being back will do to me.

      “I’m so sorry. We’ve both been so busy with this party and the wedding planning. To be honest, I didn’t know how to tell you,” Jenny explains. Her eyes are glistening with unfallen tears, and I feel like shit for getting mad at her. I can never stay mad at her for too long. She has a heart of gold, and she wouldn’t do anything to hurt me purposely. “Really. You knew the studio was booked, so it didn’t matter who booked it, right? Plus, the anniversary of your mom is coming up, and I didn’t want to pile more stress onto you.”

      I nod, agreeing that it isn’t an excellent time for this, but there wouldn’t ever be a good time either. “I understand,” I croak, fighting back the burn of my tears in my throat. “And I’m really sorry for freaking out. I know I’m acting like a child, and it’s stupid. With Benji leaving, the anniversary of my mom like you said, the studio closing for two months, and now Ryan being back, I’m a fucking emotional train wreck. I didn’t mean to take it out on you. Especially not at your engagement party where everything is supposed to be happy.”

      She scoots up to my step and puts an arm around me, giving me a tight squeeze. “Don’t even worry about it. Now that you know it’s Ryan’s band at the studio, what are you going to do?”

      I stare up at the moon, the glowing halo around it, and think of my mom. I think about all the nights we would sit outside during her chemotherapy and gaze at this same moon. This moon that witnessed me lie to her about Ryan’s leaving for LA, knowing in my heart the lies I told to both of them was the right thing to do.

      I finally shake my head, “I have zero clue. I need to talk to your dad on Monday about a few things, and grab my guitar. I need to know if I’ll still be able to sneak free recording time for my own stuff that I’m working on. Or if that’s off the table for two months now too.”

      “You’ll be okay. No matter how dire you think things are right now,” she says, giving me a slight squeeze. “I’m surprised my Dad didn’t tell you it was Ryan’s band, to be honest.” She shrugs. “Maybe Ryan will want you to work with them? Producing? Vocals? You can do it all. Not that I’m jealous or anything.” She laughs, but then a tentative flash of fear crosses her face. “Would you be alright working with Ryan like that?”

      I swallow hard. Would I be okay with that? Can I be professional enough to work with Ryan? I flashback to writing songs with him what feels like forever ago. He was so easy to write with. We were always on the same wavelength. Would that be different now?

      “Surely, your Dad would have mentioned that by now. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter 5

          

          I FALL TO PIECES

          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      I pull into Lakeshore Studio, and park next to a car I swear is the same one Sarah was driving the other day. What would she be doing here? Grabbing my guitar case, I head toward the entrance when she walks straight towards me.

      She’s carrying her own guitar, and her head is down, her face reddening with, what is that? Anger? Sadness? Both? I can’t tell. My heart skips as I stop on the walkway in front of her. It is impossible to avoid it this time; neither of us has anywhere else to go. My palms are already starting to sweat.

      She glances up and our eyes meet, and a thrill goes straight through me. But I can tell now that it is anger. She’s even beautiful when she’s angry. Her features sharpen somehow when she’s mad that always drove me crazy. Now is no different, but what could make her so mad?

      “Hey,” I say lamely. Great opening line, dipshit. Such a lady killer. I try to smile, but god only knows what my face is doing; I can’t feel it. Everything has been numb and tingly since our eyes met.

      She glances around almost frantically as if trying to find an escape route to run to, but then five different emotions go through her at once. She lands on neutral and pushes her shoulders back.

      “Hey,” she says, equally awkward. She can’t meet my eyes and stares somewhere around my chin area.

      Why is she so nervous? I can’t tell if she’s happy to see me or not. Probably not, but this isn’t how I expected this to go. I’m not sure what I expected, but not this angsty teenage bullshit. Smile or something, you idiot.

      I lean in a little and catch her eyes. Smiling to show her how happy I am to see her, I ask, “How are you? You look mad. Did something happen inside?” I wave at the studio behind her.

      She comes to, realizing where she is, and lets out a long breath. “Yes, I’m mad.” She glares at me. Why would she be mad at me? I would be dead, buried, and forgotten if looks could kill. What the fuck did I do?

      “Did I . . . do something?”

      “Are you being serious?” She stares at me with disbelief all over her face. As if it’s obvious what atrocities I’ve committed. She puts her free hand on her hip, making me notice her curves again, and my mouth goes dry.

      If I ever wondered if I still have feelings for this woman, there’s absolutely no doubt in my mind now. Everything rushes back to me instantly, and I have to restrain myself from falling to my knees in front of her. I’ve only been back in town for a few days; that’s not enough time to get into any trouble. And I certainly wouldn’t have done something intentionally to piss her off.

      “What did I do?” I ask again, trying not to sound too defensive. Apparently, I did something truly awful, and I’m dying to know what it is so I can fix it. I can’t stand her being mad at me like this.

      She examines me again, and her face changes when it dawns on her that I have no clue what she’s talking about.

      “You didn’t know I worked here, did you?” Her tone has softened some, but her eyes are still wary of me, like a cornered animal afraid of being rescued.

      “You work here?” I ask, surprised. “Of course I didn’t know that.” No one has said a thing to me about Sarah. Since coming home, everyone has gone out of their way to avoid talking about her to me.

      “Yeah, well, thanks to you and your band, I’m now out of work and free recording time while you guys are here, for what, two whole months?”

      I’m taken aback by how distraught she is. The only thing I had heard about Sarah was that she was basically running the Stout Hideout since Lorelai was winding down her time there. I had hoped to ‘run into her’ at the bar once I’d worked up the nerve to go.

      “Aren’t you running Lorelai’s place now?”

      The glare that had softened some is now back in full force. Her eyes are piercing right through me.

      “Yes, but the money’s not enough to cover Benji’s college tuition -”

      “Tuition?” I don’t understand what’s going on. None of this is making any sense. “Why are you paying for Benji’s tuition? Why isn’t your mom paying?”

      She steps back from me like she’s been hit in the gut, her eyes suddenly filling with tears, and now I’m even more confused. What did I say? Her mom worked two jobs once her father died years ago to be able to put Sarah through college, and she said she would do the same for Benji. What has changed?

      I glance around desperately for something around this studio that can give me an answer, and my gaze stops on her car. Her mother’s car. Chills run down my spine as I turn back to her. Dread flows through my veins like ice. No….

      “Sarah,” I can barely get her name out of my mouth. I don’t want to say it. I don’t want to know this, but I have to. I need to hear it from her. “What happened to your mom?”

      She drops her guitar case, and her bravado crumbles. Her hands fly to cover her face to hide her tears as her entire body shakes with grief. I drop my case too, not caring if everything inside it shatters to pieces, and instinctively step toward her. I want to pull her to me, wrap her in my arms and let her cry as long as she needs to, but she senses me and steps further away.

      I’m fighting back my own tears, remembering her mom. She would do anything for her kids and did, working so hard to make life easier. That grace extended to their friends, and I was always welcomed like part of the family when I was at their home, which was pretty often. I can’t believe my mother didn’t tell me this news, and I’m sick that I’m only learning about it now.

      “I’m so sorry,” I croak, my throat constricting with emotion. I can’t think of anything else I can say to ease her pain like I so desperately want to. There isn’t any comforting someone on the loss of a close parent. There just isn’t. She and I both know that, having each lost our fathers when we were young. “I’m so sorry, Sarah. I didn’t know. I had no idea.”

      She gathers herself and is only sniffling now. She wipes the tears from her face, and again my body aches to reach out to her, to try to make her better somehow, to take her pain away, but I can tell she wouldn’t want that.

      “I’m sorry. This isn’t exactly how I thought seeing you again would go.” Her cheeks redden under her tear-swollen eyes that she keeps wiping with the heels of her hands, making it worse. Even through all of that her dark eyes are intoxicating, and I could get lost in them. “I figured your mom would have told you or something. The anniversary…. nevermind. Anyway, so that happened. And, I didn’t know it was your band that reserved the entire studio until the other day. Not that it makes a difference, but for some reason I expected you to know these things about me. No clue why. I’m rambling….”

      “Oh,” I say, nodding with as much awkwardness as a person can put into a fucking nod.

      What the fuck am I doing? I want us to talk like we used to. I want to catch up on everything that she’s done the last three years. I want to take all the pain she’s gone through away. I just want to spend time with her again, even though it would be insanity. Any time with Sarah would be dangerous for my heart.

      She suddenly grabs her guitar and rushes past me to her car, muttering, “I have to go...”

      “Wait, Sarah-” I call out to her, but she’s already backing out by the time I realize what’s happening. One second ago, she was talking to me for the first time in years, and now she’s driving away, and somewhere in between, I learned the worst news I could. I should have said something more than fucking ‘Oh.’ That response was truly inspired. Done more than just stand there like a fucking idiot with nothing to say. It probably looked like I didn’t give a shit, when that’s the furthest thing from the truth. I was so in my own head, I let her slip away.

      This has been the most intense five minutes of my life, next to the last time I saw Sarah three years ago when she basically told me to fuck off and have a nice life. She ran away from me then, too, before we could talk about it. Just disappeared from my life like a ghost.

      The same empty feeling I had then returns and completely hollows me out like a rotted tree trunk. The numbness running through me only moments ago with the joy I had at seeing Sarah again takes on a different tone. One with an edge of pain to it. One I should be used to by now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter 6

          

          SHADOWS OF MY NAME

          SARAH

        

      

    

    
      Fuck! I can’t believe what just happened. I can’t believe I ran into Ryan Fucking Crawford. He was not on my list of all the people to let loose a nervous breakdown in front of today. Since finding out he was back in Chandler, I planned to avoid him. Lie low until he left again, so I wouldn’t have to face him and potentially lose my shit as I did. He did look amazing, though.

      Fuck! I’m such an idiot. I cannot let myself start to think of him like that. Going down that path in my thoughts is dangerous and will only lead to heartache. My heartache. Something I’ve had enough of, thank you very much.

      How had he not known about my mom? Doesn’t he talk to anyone from Chandler anymore? How could his mother not tell him? She had to realize how important my mom was to him, despite whatever happened between the two of us. I can’t believe she could be so cold. I guess it explains why neither of them came to the funeral or reached out.

      All this time, I thought he was just being an asshole. That he didn’t care. Their absence had hurt at the time and hurts again now. What did I expect? When I told him I didn’t want to ever see or talk to him again, I ended our intense friendship of three years. I made it more than clear not to contact me, and he’s followed that rule this entire time. His mom must have taken the exile from my life upon herself as well.

      About a mile down the road from the studio, I need to pull off into Edgewood Park. I’m still crying, and driving isn’t the best idea. I almost plowed over a poor cyclist a few blocks back because I didn’t notice him through my tears - and he was wearing neon bike shorts. Better to be safe than sorry.

      Even after I park in a shady spot and take a deep breath to calm my nerves, my mind won’t stop racing. Everything in my body feels heavy, and every limb weighs a million pounds. I know it’s mental weight, but it suffocates. Emotional burdens can be equally as heavy as physical ones, if not heavier. Sometimes they can completely flatten you.

      Remembering how cruel I had been to Ryan three years ago, makes my stomach curdle still today. It was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. We were almost inseparable best friends, on the brink of something more. Well, at least I was. I always wondered if Ryan felt the same way, and suspected he did. I had to make him go to LA without me, and with zero strings. So I had to be a bitch to him.

      Someone needs to be the supportive push others need, and that’s me. Always has been. It has been my job in every relationship. I might sometimes go about it in a really fucked up way, but I make sure it gets done somehow. Like when I pushed Ryan away.

      Ryan. Oh my god, he is still so hot. His ripped jeans, shaggy hair always needing a cut but looking great anyway, and his piercing eyes. Those eyes are able to cleave right into my soul no matter what’s going on, and I could tell he saw me today like always. The way his face fell and his entire demeanor sagged when he realized about my mom almost crushed me. The way he reached for me when I started balling like an idiot makes me think he didn’t care about himself right then; he only cared about me. That would be nice, huh?

      If only I wasn’t ugly crying like I’m still doing.

      Pull your shit together, Lawrence.

      None of it means anything to him. Of course, it doesn’t. Three years have passed, so there’s no way he has any feelings for me. Not for friendship, and definitely not for anything more. We are not the same people we were three years ago. Too much has happened since.

      He most likely has a girlfriend back in LA. Or he brought her here for all I know. Maybe he’s got several girlfriends since his band is getting popular. He’s probably got groupies all over the country; shit, all over the world. He was only feeling sorry for me. Nothing more.

      This thought sobers me up, and I grab some tissue from my purse to clean up my face. Now is not the time to fall apart. Now is the time to strategize. I still need to figure out how to finish paying Benji’s tuition now that I can’t rely on the studio income.

      I take another deep breath and let the air out slowly; my eyes closed. Think, Sarah. Think.

      While I’m sitting here, my mind empty of any solution, my phone buzzes. I pull it out of my bag, glance at it, and freeze. A message from Ryan flashes on the screen. He still has my number?

      
        
          
            
              
        RYAN: Are you okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      Am I okay? Did I seem okay? He and his band are why I’m now in a financial mess in the first place. If they weren’t hogging up the entire studio for two whole months, I wouldn’t be scrambling for alternative ways to make money to help Benji. And, damn him for coming back here and dredging up old feelings that should be long forgotten. And damn him for making me cry today. Just damn him!

      I’m a strong person. I can and have handled a lot of emotional shit, but ever since I heard his name from Benji the other day, I’ve been a total mess. It’s so unlike me to not have control of my feelings like this. It’s like my wires are crossed, causing me to think backwards. I can’t respond. I’ll say something I regret.

      I glance back down at the screen and seriously debate with myself about sending a snarky reply to tell Ryan off, but shove my phone back into my purse. I can’t deal with him right now. I can’t. It buzzes again, and I reach in and shut it off entirely without looking at the new message, and toss my bag to the floorboard where I can’t reach it. My mind is going on tangents, and my emotions are riding a roller coaster. Fuck you, Ryan. And your stupid band.

      He hadn’t shown an inkling of concern for my being out of work for two months. Not even blinked an eye at that. Only questioned why I cared so much about my job. Duh, who doesn’t care about their jobs, Ryan? Not everyone in Chandler is a big rock star now and can take over a fucking studio for two whole god-damned months. Not everyone is an only child with zero responsibilities.

      Did LA and the music business do this to him? Probably. Over time, my brain most likely created a fantasy version of him for me to think of that isn’t based on reality - but what I want him to be instead. Brains do that, right? Our imaginations have one job - to plug the holes pain makes in
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