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Author’s Note

This book is a horror romance. That means that while we do have people falling in love and getting their happily ever after, the plot is very much a horror story. Camera Stays On, like my other slasher romances, is meant to be fast-paced, bonkers, and very much a homage to the genres I love. The quotes, the kills, the spills, all of it is completely intentional. Why? Because that’s how slashers are. Do they always make sense? No, but that’s why we love them and watch and read them over and over again. 

Camera Stays On is not a sequel to Good For Her. While they may share a universe, this is not a continuation of those characters, that story, nor is it meant to be a direct copycat of that book. These are standalone titles, with very different tones. I ask that you don’t judge Camera Stays On by how much it is not Good For Her, but instead how I, as an author, can write a range of horror stories. Sometimes, I’m funny. Sometimes, I’m not. That’s what makes my catalog so rad. And you all enjoying them all is what makes you rad. 

Please keep this in mind when diving into Camera Stays On, and I’ll think you’ll enjoy this book. 

 

This Book is Rated R:

Camera Stays On is a horror romance novel with topics that may be upsetting for some readers. I encourage you to consider this list to know exactly what you are going to encounter while reading this book. This list is not exhaustive, but I did try to cover the basics. Camera Stays On features murder—on-page and off, financial distress, child neglect, a parent with a drug addiction, guns, knives, suffocation, entrapment, death of a parent, and the overall theme for this book is toxic, abusive relationships and all that one can entail. Gaslighting, purposely dead-naming, lying, and manipulation. 


Prologue
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Asher

Age Fourteen

“I’M GOING TO do it,” Sawyer declared. 

“You’re not going to do it,” Gavin shot back.

I turned my attention from the window in the movie theater lobby, watching for cars. 

“What?” I asked. 

Gavin elbowed Sawyer, jostling the video camera in his hand. “He says he’s gonna kiss Purdy tonight. I say he’s full of shit.” 

“Am not.” Sawyer, my little brother, lifted his plastic Frankenstein mask from his face and brushed his hair out of his eyes, rolling them. “I really am. Just watch—I’m gonna give her a hickey.” 

“And what, you’re gonna record it all?” Gavin snickered. 

I turned away from them, the very thought making me sick. I slid my red devil’s mask back over my face to hide my displeasure. 

That had been my plan. 

Not the hickey part, but I wanted my first kiss to be tonight, on Halloween, with her. 

“She’s gotta show first.” Carly, a girl dressed like a ballerina, rolled her eyes. “Looks like her mom got too drunk to drive her.” 

“Shut up, Carly,” I muttered, and then the roar of a run-down Chevy truck shook the walls as it came barreling through the parking lot. It stopped at the curb, and a pretty girl with long, curly dark brown hair climbed out. The man at the wheel was bobbing, a forty-ounce bottle in one hand. She said something to him, and he stared at her for a moment before swinging his arm out, striking her face. Pushing off the window, I sprinted toward the door, shoving it open. But she’d already backed away from the truck, and it was long gone, heading out of the parking lot.

“You okay?” I asked, reaching for her wrist. She nodded and swallowed deeply, rolling her shoulders as we walked inside. Purdy went ahead of us, not wanting to discuss what had just happened, and was met with everyone huddled in a group, leering at her. 

“P-P-Purdy’s here!” Carly shouted. “What is she wearing?” The girls in our group tittered. I took a step toward Purdy, but Sawyer was faster. He tossed his arm around her shoulder and dragged her into the pack, like she was already his.

“I like her costume. Suck it, losers.” He stuck his tongue out and turned the camera to face them. 

I clenched my jaw and stepped back. My irritation at his possessiveness itched my skin, but being angry at my brother was nothing new. Instead, I focused on Purdy. 

Her costume was a blue nightgown that went to her feet. Green slime covered her front, and she had powder on her face, with lines of red running across her forehead and cheeks. 

“You’re Regan! From The Exorcist!” I exclaimed. Purdy’s face brightened instantly, and she nodded excitedly. 

“Ee-yuh-yeah!” Her tongue fought against her, but Purdy was able to get her words out. She blushed, but when no one laughed at her, she relaxed. Purdy had a stutter, which only made her more beautiful in my eyes. She had no idea just how crazy I was for her. 

Sawyer either, actually.

Purdy wasn’t her real name. When she moved in next door, her mom introduced her as Andi Marin, but Sawyer took one look at her from the porch and said to our dad, “She sure is purdy,” and the nickname stuck, as no one disagreed. 

She sure was purdy. 

Purdy and her mom moved from California when she was eight. Not sure why they wanted to move to lower Michigan, but I was glad they did. Even on that first day, it was clear they weren’t close. She yelled at Purdy for every little thing, and Purdy always looked so beaten down and close to tears. They never really seemed like other mother-daughter pairs I’d seen, but more like… sisters. 

“Come on, let’s go get our tickets and popcorn.” Sawyer kept his arm around her, directing her to the counter where we all got in line. 

“Hey, no masks. And you can’t take that camera inside.” The manager wagged his finger at us and stared directly at Sawyer. We took our masks off and stuffed them into our hoodies. Sawyer begrudgingly took out the battery pack from his camera and handed it to the man. 

“Happy?” Sawyer glared at him. It didn’t matter if he had the battery. Sawyer had another one in his bag. He never left home without his camera gear.

“Who was that guy who dropped you off, Purdy?” I asked. 

She frowned and scrunched up her nose. 

“Ray, my mom’s boyfriend. He was mad he had to t-t-take me. He’d already started drinking.” 

My fists clenched at my sides as I connected the dots. That asshole. I’d seen a dozen or more men come and go from next door. Each worse than the one before, but I’d never seen them hit Purdy until tonight. 

“Was that the only time he hit you?” I asked. 

“Come on, lay off it, Ash,” Sawyer groaned. “Let’s have a good time.” He glared at me, and I could almost hear his thoughts.

Let me get my kiss. 

I huffed and stepped up to the counter. We got our tickets, and I bought popcorn for the three of us to share and started toward the theater. I stayed a pace behind, my blood racing hot. I couldn’t go into the dark theater and sit for hours, watching a movie, knowing that once it was over, Purdy would have to go home to that drunk and a mom who didn’t care. 

“Let’s sit in the very back,” Sawyer encouraged, pausing by the bathrooms. “I’ll meet you in there. I gotta piss.” He darted into the bathroom, and the rest of our group went into the theater, where previews were just starting. 

Purdy and I sat in the last row, silently staring ahead. 

“How many times has he hit you, Purdy?” I asked, keeping my voice low. 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she whispered. 

I looked toward the doorway. Any moment, Sawyer would come in and join us. 

“Purdy, I—” I turned to face her, and she did the same. The previews lit up her face, enough to see her makeup was ruined by her tears. Something about the vulnerability in her trembling lips made me lean forward—my heart beating loudly in my ears—and press my lips to hers. The kiss was simple, and only lasted a moment, but in that bit of time, I’d memorized the feel of her full lips, the salty taste of her tears, and the butterflies in my stomach as I pulled back and saw her look of surprise turn into a smile. Something in me grew bold, and I knew I had to do something about her situation. Ray wasn’t going to get away with this. 

“Stay here,” I whispered and got out of my seat. 

“What? Asher!” She started to stand, but I put my hand up and brought my pointer finger to my lips. 

I pulled my mask from my hoodie and slid it over the top of my head. “I’m going to grab Sawyer, and we’ll be back. If anyone asks, we’ve been here the whole time.” 

I hurried out of the theater before she could protest. Catching Sawyer in the hall, I pulled him aside and whispered my plan into his ear. His eyes widened, and his face paled. 

“You’re kidding.” 

“I’m not. Now put your mask on and let’s grab our bikes.” I slid my mask all the way back over my face, and we left through the back, unlocking our bikes and hopping on them. 

I kicked the kickstand up and turned back to my little brother. 

“Ten minutes to get there, then another ten back. We’ll be in our seats before the first act is over.” My words were muffled through the mask, but he heard me. He nodded, and we started the ride back to our neighborhood, the switchblade in my pocket burning a hole through my jeans. We were going to give her mom’s boyfriend a scare he wouldn’t forget anytime soon. 
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WE SLID INTO the theater an hour later, our hair damp and our clothes changed. Our trip hadn’t gone entirely as I’d originally imagined, and we had to make some quick changes. We’d ditched our masks and made sure there wasn’t a drop of blood on us as we came in. 

“Why are you still holding that thing?” I snapped as Sawyer bumped into me with his stupid camera. He ignored me and kept moving. 

No one looked up from the slasher flick playing on the screen, except Purdy. She clocked us and sat up, staring as we walked down the aisle to her. 

“Sorry we’re late.” Sawyer stuffed the camera back into his backpack and sat down on her left, forcing a smile. He took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, and settled into his seat as if nothing were strange. Purdy looked at me, eyebrow raised, waiting for an explanation. I shrugged and smiled back, sitting to her right. My fingers twitched, wanting to hold her hand, but a sharp pang stung my chest as I saw her clinging to Sawyer’s. I inhaled deeply and rested my head back, closing my eyes for a moment. 

This was not what I’d planned for tonight, but...I had zero regrets. Fuck that guy. 

Suddenly, the warmth of her hand covered my chilled one, and I lifted my head. She’d let go of Sawyer. We shared a look for a moment, and her eyes dipped to my lips, causing my stomach to flip with delight. She wasn’t interested in my brother. She liked...me. 

Sawyer watched us through jealous slits. Suddenly, he gripped Purdy’s shoulders and turned her back to him. In a flash, he leaned over and pressed his lips to hers. 

“You’ll always be mine, Purdy.” 

He spoke to her but looked at me while he said it. Purdy moved away quickly, but Sawyer threw his arms around her, pulling her against his chest. He rested his head in the crook of her shoulder, staring hard at me. For the first time in my life, I was scared of my little brother. He seemed to age right before my eyes. As if what we’d done just an hour ago had turned him into someone else. It was clear by the daggers his eyes were throwing my way, and by how tightly he was hugging her, that he saw me as a threat. 

“Understand one thing from tonight, Purdy. You’re mine from now until forever, and I’ll kill anyone who touches you.” 

My skin chilled, and as he stared me down, his words sank into my chest. They hadn’t been for her, they’d been for me. 


Chapter 1
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Asher

Age Twenty-Six 

“ARE YOU GOING?” I grabbed the obituary Sawyer had thrown onto the kitchen table as the dogs circled around him, waiting to be fed, and sat down. 

Angel Marin, aged forty, died in her sleep. 

Her funeral was today. 

Sawyer’s face was cold, unreadable. 

“Do you think she’ll come?” he asked instead of answering. Going to the fridge, he pulled out a Monster Energy drink and popped the tab. I opted for coffee, taking a sip of my hot drink while he gulped down his cold one. Blair and Toby—our Rottweiler and Basset Hound named after our favorite found footage films—began to whine. 

I stood and went over to their bowls, filling them with kibble. 

“Would you if Angel were your mom?” I asked while I took their water bowls to the sink. Angel Marin was a complicated woman, but in her later years she’d gotten sober and became tolerable. She was nice, even. Despite her sobriety, it didn’t make up for the twenty years of harm she’d done to her only child, Purdy. “I doubt they even talked.” 

“True.” Sawyer sighed. “Maybe I’ll go. I’ll see what I’ve got to do today.” 

I knew my brother better than he did. That was his way of saying he was going, he just didn’t want to admit it. Which, if he was going, that meant I needed to. I couldn’t subject Purdy to whatever Sawyer had planned. 

Sawyer didn’t like rejection. 

I finished my coffee and went to shower and dress. When the wedding between him and Purdy went sour, he didn’t have anyone to help with the bills, so I let the lease run out on my apartment and moved in with him. He’d bought this house to surprise her with. Turns out there were other surprises that day. 

Overall, living with Sawyer post-Purdy wasn’t awful. Neither of us dug too deep into each other’s personal lives, and we split the bills and chores with no issue. Though, as easy as it was living here, every once in a while the urge to get my own place struck. Today, as Sawyer talked about Purdy, the familiar itch showed itself. 

When I returned to the kitchen, Sawyer was tossing his can in the trash, now dressed in a suit with his hair brushed. 

“Well, looks like you’re not doing any work, then.” I snickered. I knew there was no way he’d miss a chance to see Purdy.

I wouldn’t either. 

Sawyer tugged on his tie. He wasn’t used to dressing up. Boots and jeans were his usual. 

“Yeah, I called my boss and let him know I needed to be there for my girl.” He smirked. 

Like myself, Sawyer did freelance work, mostly in editing. He was his own boss. But that wasn’t what made me pause.

His girl?

I hesitated, not sure what to say. He saw my furrowed brow and rolled his eyes. 

“Purdy will always be my girl, even if we’re not speaking.” 

Not speaking was an understatement. He’d be lucky if she didn’t run the moment she saw him.

“I’ll see you later. Don’t wait up,” he added.  

I gave him a questioning look. “Are you really expecting to bring her back here or something?” 

Sawyer grinned. “It’s been a long time. We’ve got a lot to catch up on. You’ll have to feed the dogs if I’m not home in time.”  

Grabbing his keys off the hook right by the front door in the living room, he left to do whatever he did all day. I picked up the obituary again and scanned it. The funeral was in the early afternoon. That gave me time to get a little work done before swinging over. 
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TIME GOT AWAY from me as I sat at my desk, my head in my laptop, working on permits for my current venture—the Delambre Haunt. A haunted attraction that would operate from late August to mid-November, scaring people all over lower Michigan. 

After college, film degree in hand but no steady jobs to be had, I opened a small business as an independent contractor, specializing in location scouting. Movie productions, almost exclusively mid-to-low-budget horror, paid me to find a place for them to film. Some traveling was involved, but I got to work for myself. I had enough clients to live comfortably, and the networking was invaluable. 

Being around creepy locations and horror movie sets eventually turned into my own idea. The haunt. I’d been thinking about it for about a year before I finally made the decision to open one a few months ago, with an estimate of opening next year. It was too late to open this Halloween season, but next year, the Delambre Haunt would be the scare attraction to visit. 

A spam number calling my phone made me look up from my work and catch the time. I bolted out of my seat, swearing to myself at being late for the damn funeral. Grabbing my cowboy hat and sliding on my boots, I hopped into my truck and headed over to the funeral home. There was only one in our small town, and like everything else, it was only a ten-minute drive away. I frowned at the clock on my dash. I was an hour late.

Parking next to Sawyer’s white Mustang, I put my truck into park and watched him coming out of the funeral home through my rearview mirror. He was following someone who had just ducked under the canopy near the door. 

Purdy. 

My heart stalled, then started back at thrice the speed. I gritted my teeth and swung the door open. I slid out of the truck, grabbing my hat on the way. Adjusting my open baseball jersey, I ran a hand through my hair before lifting my gaze toward Purdy. I wasn’t dressed for a funeral. I hadn’t thought much of it before, but seeing my brother in a suit made me feel like I was underdressed. My face flamed, and I considered leaving to change, but then my eyes locked with Purdy’s, and I smiled. 

God, she was fucking gorgeous. 

Dressed in all black, she wore a mini pencil skirt with fishnets and boots. Tucked into her skirt was a low-cut black buttoned blouse, revealing way more of her chest than she used to show. She’d tossed on an oversized suit coat that fell to mid-thigh. This was not the Purdy who’d left town five years ago. She was even more stunning than before. 

“How’s it goin’?” I greeted her and Sawyer. 

He scowled at me, unimpressed that I’d intercepted his meeting with his ex-fiancée. I ignored him and smiled at Purdy. I examined her face up close, looking for changes. She’d always looked like a model to me, but even more so now, with her dark eye makeup and black lips. Her hair was long, streaked with bright blue through her natural black. “You’re looking good, Purdy.” 

“She doesn’t go by that anymore,” Sawyer snapped. “Call her by her real name.”

“Oh? Well, you sure look purdy to me.” I grinned, and she blushed. “Sorry I’m not really dressed for this, Andi.” 

The name felt strange on my tongue, but I kind of liked the change. 

“It’s fine. I’m not entirely dressed for this either.” She rolled her eyes and gave me a small wave, followed by a deep sigh. “Hey, Ash. It’s good to see you.”

“Sorry about your mom. How you holding up?” I asked, my gaze flicking to the funeral home behind us. People moved in and out, not paying us any mind. 

“I’m fine. It’s just...odd to hear people talk about her. Like, are we talking about the same person?” She laughed dryly, then frowned. “Guess she went peacefully, though. Aneurysm.”

I nodded. There wasn’t much to say. Only the three of us really knew the damage Angel Marin had done to her daughter. It felt pointless to bring it up now. 

“Well, if you want to go inside and pay your respects, she’s in there.” Sawyer pointed to the doors. His expression was firm, lips pressed into a tight line, eyes cold as he silently demanded I go. I knew what he was doing, but having been right beside the pair all through their ups and downs, I knew better than to leave Sawyer alone with her. Who knew what he’d say or do.

“I’ve made my peace. I’m here for Andi.” I smiled at my friend and opened my arms. She stepped into my hug, wrapping her arms around me. Her scent lingered as she pulled away. She even smelled different too. On first inhale, I smelled some kind of citrus, but then something floral lingered, reminding me of a garden after the rain. I liked it. 

“Well, I’m here too,” Sawyer interjected, straightening his suit. “ You hungry, Purr—Andi? I thought maybe you could use a good meal.” He grimaced, as if saying her real name hurt. 

She licked her lips, and when I zeroed in on them, I saw the telltale tick of her nerves. Her jaw moved ever so slightly before closing tight.  

Did she still have her stutter?

“I could eat,” I said. “Why don’t all three of us go get a beer?”

I flashed a tight smile to Sawyer, whose fists clenched at his sides. 

“I doubt she wants a whole party, Ash. Plus, we should probably go back in there.” He nodded to the funeral home.

We? 

I lowered my gaze. “You just said you were going to go eat.” 

“I’ve changed my mind. Let’s go back in and finish the service.” Sawyer stepped up to Andi and snaked his arm around her waist. Andi jerked hard out of his space and moved closer to me. 

“No, a beer sounds great,” she blurted. “It’s almost over anyway, and I don’t know anyone in there.” She waved at the funeral home. “Plus, I could use the company. Let’s all go.” 

She knew that if she didn’t agree to something, Sawyer would keep at it until he got her alone. Considering the last time they were in the same room he was publicly shaming her in front of half the town, it was smart to have a third party around. 

“Fine, let’s go. I’ll drive us.” He held out his hand. Andi pretended not to see it and turned away, keeping a smile on her face. 

“Do you have a car here?” I asked her, pulling the attention again. She brushed her hair back and shook her head. 

“I t-t-took a train here and then got a ride to the funeral home.” 

“Cool, you can ride in my truck. It’s got more room than the Mustang.” I rolled my eyes, and Andi perked up. 

“Yeah, let’s do that.” She stepped toward me, then turned to Sawyer. “Thanks for the invite.” 

His jaw ticked as he huffed. “Right. All right, see you at Rialto’s then?” He glared at me. 

I nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s motor.” I put my hat on my head and dug my keys out of my pocket. Together, Andi and I went to my truck. I opened the door and assisted her up. Walking over to my side, I caught Sawyer standing next to his car, watching us. I gave him a curt nod and hopped into the driver’s seat. 

“Thanks for that.” She sighed after I’d closed my door. I glanced over and watched her relax into the seat, her shoulders falling. With a deep breath she added, “I knew there was a chance he’d show up, but...” 

“You’re welcome.” I chuckled and started the truck. Sawyer’s Mustang drove out of the parking lot first, and I put the truck into drive and followed behind. “That’s why I came. Figured you could use a helping hand.” 

“He hasn’t changed, has he?” she asked.

Shaking my head, I smirked. “Not even a little. Now, let’s go see how many drinks he’ll pay for.”


Chapter 2
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Andi

RIALTO’S WAS THE only bar in Collingwood, and like everything in this fucking town, it was a ten-minute drive. That didn’t leave much time to regroup and prepare for seeing Sawyer again. My mother’s funeral was stressful enough. Having to deal with Sawyer was just the cherry on top.

“We can ditch him if you want.” Ash interrupted my stress-filled thoughts. 

I turned to him, furrowing my brows. “What?” 

“I can drop you off somewhere. Where are you staying?” He knew just as much as I did how toxic Sawyer was. He’d tried to warn me years ago, but I was already in too deep. 

“I booked a hotel out of town. It’s fine, really. Sawyer is being… Sawyer. It’s better to get it over with so I can get out of here without more drama. I’m not staying long.” 

“Makes sense. I wouldn’t have come back at all.” He drove on in silence, and I took the few minutes we had alone to take him in. Both Delambre brothers were extremely handsome. With their hazel eyes—Sawyer’s more blue, Asher’s more green—and their dimpled smiles, they drove girls wild when we were in school. Viewing them from behind, you’d almost think they were twins, since they shared the same height and muscular frames. The only thing that truly set them apart, aside from the eyes when you looked really closely, was their hair. They both kept it longer, curling at the shoulders, but Sawyer’s hair was a light ash brown, while Asher’s had always been more of a light golden brown. Now, however, Ash had bleached the underlayer of his hair so light it was blond. Something about the subtle change made him seem like the edgier, more fun brother. 

Especially with the addition of a mustache. 

It was…kind of hot.  

My face flamed at the idea of finding Ash hot. 

I mean, he was, but—he was off-limits. He had been this close to being my brother-in-law. 

Painful memories of my wedding day flooded my mind, and I pushed them back, forcing myself to enjoy the present moment, here, in Asher’s truck.

I sighed, relaxing again, thinking about the three of us when we were younger. It was great, before it got complicated. Before the night Ray was murdered. 

We pulled into the parking lot, and Asher slid out of the truck and jogged over to my side to help me out. 

“Ever the gentleman,” I teased. 

He grinned, his dimples popping. 

“My daddy raised me right.” He slid his arm behind me, resting it on the small of my back as we walked toward the building. Sawyer was waiting for us near the door, smoking a cigarette.

“Took you long enough.” He flicked the butt, smashing out the flame with the bottom of his dress shoes. He looked odd, dressed up like he was. This wasn’t the Sawyer I knew. I would have never guessed he owned a suit. When he’d come walking into the funeral home, I had to double take. He’d even brought flowers. All of it was so…unlike the man I’d known before.

While Ash, on the other hand, looked almost exactly as I’d remembered. The casualness of his clothes and whole attitude when he strode up to us was welcome. Like a sunny day after the rain. 

The men couldn’t be more different. 

“You buying us drinks or what?” Ash laughed as he opened the door and gently pushed on my back to go in. Sawyer’s gaze zeroed in on his hand, his jaw ticking. He quickly stepped between us, entering the bar right after me. 

“Let’s get a booth,” he muttered as he walked ahead of me. The bartender saw us and nodded as Sawyer strode to a booth in the back. I followed, a little deflated, knowing he’d expect me to sit beside him. As if reading my thoughts, Ash brushed past me, quickly sliding into the same seat Sawyer was in, making it so I had to take the bench on the other side. Relief rushed over me. I caught Ash’s gaze, and he winked. 

Butterflies fluttered in my belly. 

Jesus, what was this? 

I rolled my eyes and mouthed thank you before I took my seat, placing my purse on the empty space beside me. Sawyer was glaring daggers at his brother, unamused by what he’d pulled. 

“Hello, gentlemen. Long time, no see,” our waitress greeted, seeming not to notice me. She looked familiar. I squinted at her, trying to place her. 

“Carly?” I blurted. The familiar woman turned, not bothering to hide a snicker as she flipped her mess of auburn curls over her shoulder. 

“Hello, Purdy.” 

It was on the tip of my tongue to correct her, but it felt pointless. In this town, I wasn’t Andi. To them, I’d always be Purdy. 

“How are you?” I asked politely. 

“Fine.” She turned sharply back to the brothers. “You want your regulars?” 

Sawyer nodded. “Yeah, and bring a drink for Purdy.” He cleared his throat. 

“What do you want?” she snapped, as if my very presence annoyed her. I started to shrink in my seat. I looked around the bar, wondering if others were as angry as she was that I’d returned to Collingwood, or if she was still the same bully from middle school.

“Just get her whatever cocktail is the special,” Sawyer answered quickly. Carly spun around and stormed back to the bar. 

I opened and closed my mouth, slightly confused. “Why is she so m-m-mad at me?” The muscles in my jaw and neck tensed as sudden anxiety from the uncomfortable interaction brought my stutter back. That made twice today. 

I almost never stuttered anymore.

Sawyer rolled his eyes, and Ash snickered. 

“Carly was one of the girls who benefited from your wedding getting called off.” 

It took me a moment to understand, but when it hit me, my mouth fell open, and my gaze shot back to the woman at the bar, tapping her foot impatiently at the bartender. 

“Will you shut it?” Sawyer shoved his brother, causing him to tip over, his hat dropping to the floor. Ash just laughed and scooped it back up. 

“What? She deserves to know why half the women we went to school with are gonna give her dirty looks while she’s in town.” 

Sawyer’s eyes seemed to be close to popping out of his head. 

I pursed my lips. 

“I didn’t come here to talk about a few drunken nights.” Sawyer rolled his eyes and turned to me, took a deep breath, and forced a smile. His fists rested on the tabletop. He was clutching them so tightly his knuckles had gone white. Slowly, his muscles relaxed. Carly brought us our drinks, sliding a purple cocktail my way. It sloshed onto the table, but I remained polite, thanking her as I reached for a napkin. Sawyer grabbed for his drink, and Asher ordered some bar food for the table, much to Carly’s dismay at having to come back. 

“So,” Ash said, interrupting the awkward silence. “What’ve you been up to, Andi darling?” My body responded to the way he said my name in a way it shouldn’t have after so long. I straightened, swirling the straw in my glass but not taking a drink. 

“Not much. I moved to Chicago. Started a life there.” I was hesitant in what I wanted to disclose. When I left five years ago, I didn’t want to be found. I’d dropped all social media, stopped using the nickname I’d gone by most of my life, and never even bought another cell phone after I left mine behind—right along with my wedding dress. I wanted a fresh start without any temptation to call or come back to this place.

“Chicago? Never pegged you for a city girl. How’s that treating you?” Ash asked. I darted my eyes to Sawyer. If it were just Ash, I wouldn’t have any issue telling him about my new life. But... 

I shook my head and scrunched my nose. “I’m bored. Tell me about you two. Did you guys finish college?” 

Sawyer perked up, taking a swig of his beer. “I did, got my BFA in cinema. Asher got a BS in production.” 

For the first time since seeing Sawyer, my mood lifted. Both brothers had been so passionate about film growing up, it warmed my heart to know they’d been able to finish and get their degrees. “That’s great! Double trouble over here.” 

“Thanks, how about you? Did you transfer to a school near Chicago?” Sawyer asked. 

I looked away. A small pit formed in my stomach as I thought about my academic career. I never made it to the finish line.

“Nah, life got a little busy, you know?” I distracted myself with my drink, still not bringing it to my lips. I didn’t trust that Carly hadn’t tampered with it. She brought mozzarella sticks and the men dug in, seeming to forget the question. 

“Have you done anything with your degrees yet?” I asked, trying to keep things light. 

Ash shrugged and tilted his head side to side. “Not really, just some stuff to keep the lights on and the mortgage paid. I’m hoping to open a haunt next year.” 

I leaned into that, asking him questions about it. This was safe. The more we talked about them, the less they asked about me. I was grateful for Ash. Every time Sawyer tried to ask about me, Ash helped redirect. It was kind of easy. All you had to do was ask Sawyer about himself. 

“I recently applied for some grants,” he bragged. “I’ve been itching to do something other than edit movies for other people. I’m thinking someone’s gonna bite this time. Asher helped me with my proposals.” 

Asher nodded. “Your last pitch has legs.” 

Sawyer suddenly reached out and grabbed my hand. I flinched, but he squeezed, holding my hand in place. His grip forced me to look directly into his eyes. Briefly, I was taken back in time. I shook the dark thoughts from my mind and stared at him, my mouth half open. My breathing hitched, and I swallowed deeply.

“If this movie gets green-lit, I want you to be the lead.” 

He let me go, and slowly I withdrew my hand. I stared blankly across the table, taking in all of today. My estranged mother’s funeral, the sudden appearance of my ex-fiancé, now an invitation to be in his movie? This trip was supposed to be a get-in-get-out situation. With the way Sawyer was looking at me, I felt…trapped. 

Just like before. 

“This is a lot.” The room grew warm, and I slid out of the booth. “I c-can’t.” I grabbed my purse. Looking out the window, I realized the sun had gone down. “Thank you for the afternoon. I need to get to my hotel. I’m leaving tomorrow.” 

Ash slid out, pulling his keys from his pocket. “I’ll drive you.” 

Sawyer followed, already apologizing. “Purdy, don’t be like this. You know I didn’t mean anything by it. Just read the script. You’ll see why you’re perfect for it.” 

“Goodbye, Sawyer.” I ignored his request as Ash assisted me into his truck. He climbed in on the other side, leaving his brother scowling in the parking lot. 

We drove in silence for a bit. I closed my eyes and rested my head against the seat. Sawyer hadn’t changed a bit. He was exhausting. After we’d been driving for a while, I opened my eyes. 

“Where are we going?” I asked. 

“It feels a little early to head to bed. What do you say we get a drink, just the two of us?”

“Out of town?” I asked as we passed the Now Leaving Collingwood sign. I perked up. A drink with Asher Delambre didn’t sound too bad. 

“Only if you want to, purdy Andi.” 

It was on the tip of my tongue to correct my name to just Andi, but I kind of liked it when Ash called me purdy. 

I nodded. “Let’s motor.” 


Chapter 3
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Andi

“YOU SURE WE’RE far enough outside of Collingwood?” I asked as Asher opened the door to Tilly’s, a small hole-in-the-wall bar. 

“Well, considering there’s not a single building or house for five miles on all sides, I think we’re safe.” He winked as I ducked under his arm and went inside. I was grateful he was behind me so he couldn’t see how hard I was blushing. 

I paused near the door and took in the room. On one side was a small dance floor and a pool table. On the other side was the bar, with exactly eight stools. The rest of the space was sparsely filled with tables. The walls were covered with neon signs and country music star posters. It was a far cry from the bars in the city, but...I wasn’t mad about it. We went to the bar and sat on the stools. A moment later, the bartender came over and asked if we wanted anything. 

“Whiskey for me, and...” Asher turned to me, and I perked up, excited to order my own drink this time tonight. That excitement quickly turned to mild embarrassment. 

“The cheapest beer you have, please.” I shrank in my seat. Ash noticed and shook his head at the bartender. 

“Tonight’s on me. What do you really want?” 

Scrunching my nose up, I debated his offer. In general, I didn’t like to take handouts. They often came with strings. However, looking at Asher’s earnest expression, I knew there were none. 

“Gin and juice?” I asked the bartender. He nodded and turned to get our drinks. 

“Gin and juice.” Asher nodded in approval. “Interesting. I like it. Now, why don’t you actually tell me how you’re doing?” He crossed his arms on the bar top and leaned my way. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It was obvious you didn’t want to tell Sawyer anything about what you’ve been up to. Which, I get. After what he did, I don’t think he deserves access to you anymore. Even if he still has feelings for you.”

I shook my head. I hadn’t wanted to think about it, but it was obvious Sawyer was still interested. The very idea made me cringe.

Ash cleared his throat. “But just because he’s my brother doesn’t mean I’m not still your friend.” 

“Then why didn’t you come find me?” I blurted, slapping my hands over my mouth as my eyes widened. Ash stiffened, his hazel eyes growing as large as mine. He frowned, and when the bartender came around, he grabbed his drink and sipped. 

“That’s fair. I think we both know why I didn’t try to look for you, Andi. You needed to do this on your own.” 

“I’m sorry, Ash, I shouldn’t have said that. It’s...” I inhaled deeply. “Been a lonely five years.” 

“Sorry to hear that.” He raised his glass to toast. I did the same, and he nodded. “To... You know, I don’t know what to toast to.” He chuckled. 

I considered it for a moment and raised my glass higher. “To Angel.” 

“To Angel. Rest in peace.” We clinked glasses and drank to my mother’s passing. I set my drink down and thought about her for the first time since I heard she was gone. 

She really was...gone. 

A pit in my belly grew. Guilt, sadness, anger—all of my emotions over her death swirling and twisting my insides. 

“Do you want to talk about her?” Ash offered, pulling me from my thoughts. I shook my head and reached for my glass. 

“Hell no, I came here to enjoy my evening, not—” I shuddered as flashes of the funeral home, Carly, and Sawyer rippled through my brain. “Deal with everything else.” 

“Sounds good. Drink up.” He spun around on his stool and slammed his drink. 

“Why?” I laughed, taking a sip. 

He nodded to the small dance floor, where a few older couples dressed in leather biker garb danced to the country music playing through the speakers. 

“Care to dance?” 

I raised my eyebrows and quickly finished my drink. Setting my empty glass down, I hopped off the stool and took his hand, letting him lead me to the dance floor. They played a few classics by George Strait and Reba, then mixed in some more modern artists like Thomas Rhett and Ella Langley. Not a lot of people listened to country music in the city, but it was one of my guilty pleasures. Between dancing, we paused to get fresh drinks two, three, four, or five times. It grew late, and we continued dancing, catching up, and having a good night. It felt like old times, but…different. 

Exciting different.

The upbeat music shifted to a more intimate vibe, and the room felt it. My heart hammered in my chest as Ash’s large hands slid around my waist, pulling me against him as “4x4xU” by Lainey Wilson came on. We stopped laughing, and our grins turned into soft smiles as we stared into each other’s eyes.

Why did this feel so right? 

I raised my arms, locking my fingers around his neck as his arms wrapped around me. We danced in small circles, his hat bumping my forehead as he bowed his head to look at me. 

This was such a romantic song to dance to, but neither of us questioned it. 

“Andi,” Ash murmured as we twirled. His breath smelled of whiskey, mixing with his cologne to create an intoxicating scent. “I—” He stopped short, then leaned down and kissed me. 

I closed my eyes and leaned in, savoring the taste of his lips. In the recesses of my mind, I knew this was bad, but I didn’t care. The alcohol in my system had long since made me abandon what was right and wrong. My hands slipped down, resting on his chest, feeling the hard muscles under his shirt. We kissed until he pulled away, and I opened my eyes, feeling his absence almost painfully. The room was spinning, the air warm, and I was struggling to steady my breath.

“You want to get out of here?” he asked. 

“I do.” 

We hitched a ride with an older couple on the way out. The drive to my hotel was filled with a lustful, drunken tension that had me clenching my thighs and closing my eyes, thinking about how his lips had felt in the bar. 

Warm, soft, and dangerous.

We made it to the hotel and thanked the couple as best as we could in our chorus of drunken giggles before falling out of their vehicle and rushing into the brick building. 

Not entirely sure how we got there, but in a flash we were at my room, fumbling with the key card. The door fell open, and Asher’s mouth was back on mine, his hands running frantically over my body. We didn’t bother with the lights as we scrambled to undress. It was almost as if, given time to think, one of us would stop this madness. 

Boots, skirt, fishnets—tossed onto the floor.

Jersey, jeans, cowboy hat—tossed onto the table. 

Soon, Asher and I were bounding into the bed, nervous giggles filling the room, mixed with excited gasps and moans of pleasure. 

“Andi, I don’t think you know just how long I’ve wanted this,” he murmured as he ran his tongue up my breast, placing a kiss on my nipple. I arched my back, pushing against his naked body. 

“Yeah?” I said, my heavy eyes falling closed. The room swirled, and I fell into the abyss that was Asher Delambre. I opened my eyes and looked up at him through my blurry, drunken vision. I stared until I could focus, and my heart skipped a beat. This was really happening.

“You were happy when I ran out of that church,” I accused. He moved down my body, placing kisses as he went. His lips sent delicious little tingles up my body. He chuckled as he settled between my legs, spreading them open. 

“You have no fucking clue.” 

I gasped as his tongue found my wetness, exploring me with an expertise that surprised me. Not because it was Asher, but because my experiences since I’d left this town had been...disappointing—few and far between. I gripped his hair and pushed him closer. The hair above his lip tickled in the best way as he twirled his tongue and slid a finger inside me, curling it. 

“Oh!” I gasped as the room spun. Was I too drunk for this? Maybe. In this moment, did I care about how this would affect things later? Hell no. I was leaving tomorrow morning. I reached for him, needing more. By the time our liquid courage wore off, I’d already be on a train back to Chicago. For now, I was going to enjoy this stolen moment.

A low chuckle vibrated from his throat, and the rumbling against my pussy sent me over the edge. I cried out as I came all over his face. He continued licking until I shuddered from the overstimulation. He sat up and wiped his mustache. I propped myself up on my elbows and took him in. 

Asher was gorgeous naked. 

Tattoos riddled his body. I couldn’t see the details in the dark, but I could see the lines. They were tight and distinct and led all the way down to his cock. My mouth watered as I stared, my legs splaying farther apart as I reached for him and fell back against the pillow. 

“I love that mustache. It’s so slutty.” I giggled. 

“Slutty?” He laughed. 

“Mm-hmm. Very.” I kissed him, and our tongues danced together. I tasted myself on him, and my body ached with need. We shifted, adjusting our bodies so that his cock lined up with my entrance, but he hesitated before going any further. 

“Do we want to use a condom?” he asked in between kisses. 

“Do we?” I teased. The alcohol was talking for me. “I’m on birth control.” 

“Then, no, we don’t,” he growled, thrusting into me. The alcohol must have been talking for him as well. 

I cried out as he stretched me, the delicious pain swallowing me whole. I threw my arms around his neck and pulled him closer. He took a beat and began to thrust. 

“Ash,” I gasped, my next orgasm knocking at the door. 

“Andi,” he murmured into my shoulder as he fucked me, hard and deep. Before I could stop it, my body exploded, heat flooding my veins as fireworks filled my vision. I tightened around him as my body convulsed around his cock. 

When I came down, he flipped us so I was straddling his lap. 

“Grab the headboard,” he ordered, and, slightly disoriented, I reached up and grabbed the wood. 

“Hold tight, Andi.” 

I gasped. 

How drunk was he? Surely not as much as I was. I was still dizzy and giggly, and here he was, fucking me like it was his one and only job on this earth.

I gripped tight as he began to thrust underneath me. My body shuddered as he filled me so completely. I didn’t know there was space in my body for something that size, but my racing heart and stretched pussy said otherwise. 

“Good girl, Andi, you’re taking me so well,” he praised as I cried out with another orgasm. I tried to stay steady, but I was too relaxed; the alcohol in my blood wasn’t going away. My knees were wobbling, and I leaned forward. He noticed and moved faster, in search of his climax. 

With a loud growl, he stiffened. I felt his orgasm as his cock pulsed against my walls, spilling his seed deep inside me. 

I collapsed onto him and rolled. He pulled me into his arms, and, foregoing the blankets, we lay together, not speaking, listening to each other’s heavy breathing. I couldn’t stay awake—too drunk and too relaxed. My eyes closed, and I awoke sometime later in the middle of the night. 

Sitting up took a moment—my head felt heavy, my body satisfyingly sore. I was confused at first. Why was I naked? Where was I? What was—

Oh fuck. 

That’s why I felt so good. 

My gaze slid over Asher Delambre’s beautiful naked body, his cock half-mast and his eyes closed, fast asleep. Horror flooded my system as I stared at his chest, rising and falling so peacefully. This was Asher, my oldest friend. My ex-fiancé’s brother—who was still in love with me.

We’d had sex. 

It was good. I couldn’t recall everything, but what I did… I shuddered and clenched my thighs. It wasn’t just good. It’d been the best sex I’d ever had. But…we’d crossed a line we would have never done sober. If Sawyer found out…

Swallowing my terror at the thought, I stood and reached for my clothes.

What had we done? 


Chapter 4
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Asher

HER PERFUME FILLED my senses, and I inhaled deeply, savoring the scent for a moment. Last night had been incredible. I’d never had sex that…emotional, raw, and fucking good before. Rolling over, I yawned and smiled. 

“Mornin’, beautiful.” When I didn’t hear a response, I opened my eyes. “Andi?” I sat up and looked around the hotel room. The morning sun peeked through the curtains, giving the room enough light to reveal it was empty. I squinted as a sliver of it touched my eyes. 

A sharp pang hit my temple, and I winced. 

Since when could I not hold my liquor?

I stood and went to where I’d abandoned my clothes last night, tripping a bit on my heavy legs along the way. “Andi? Are you in the bathroom?” I called as I pulled on my pants. Red flags were going off, but my mind didn’t want to acknowledge them. Either I was still drunk or just delusional, but she wouldn’t just leave. 

I pushed the bathroom door open, and my heart sank. 

She would. 

She had. 

I stared far too long at the empty hotel room, waiting, hoping she’d come through the door with coffee or donuts. Maybe she’d forgotten something and had to run out. Maybe she was just as hungover as I was and went to get aspirin and some Gatorade. 

After an hour of sitting on the bed with my shoulders slumped, I grabbed my hat and left. 

With my head hung low, I asked the hotel desk clerk if they knew someone who could take me to my truck. I had no idea how far I was from the bar. 

“The county bus will be here in about half an hour,” the clerk said, so I went outside to smoke a cigarette and wait. This hotel was busy, and every time someone came in or out the glass doors, I whipped my head around, hoping it was Andi. Each time it wasn’t, my disappointment grew. She really ditched me. 

Was I that bad? 

I reflected on the details of the night. Despite being drunker than shit, I’d been on my game. She’d come so many times. My mustache still smelled like her, for Christ’s sake. 

What was so bad about me that she had to run? 

The questions racked my brain as I rode the bus to Tilly’s bar, and then on the way home in my truck. It was early, and Sawyer’s car was still in the drive. I said a silent prayer that he was still asleep, but the strong smell of coffee when I went inside told me otherwise. Deciding just to play it off, I shut the door like normal and strode into the kitchen. The dogs leaped off their beds and followed me.

“Morning.” I went straight to the cabinet, pulling out a coffee cup and reaching for the pot. He straightened his posture, his shoulders back and chest out. 

“Where were you?” Sawyer asked, his tone clipped. I forced myself not to react and finished pouring my coffee before going to the fridge for creamer. Even if my heart hadn’t just been ripped from my chest, I was too hungover to deal with his shit.

“I found myself over at Tilly’s. Ended up leaving with someone.” I turned, took a sip, and smirked. He studied me, looking for some clue that I was lying. The hot liquid soothed my brain instantly.

“Why didn’t you come here?” He narrowed his gaze. 

“Her place was closer.” I shrugged. Another sidestep. “I was so tired after we fucked, I just slept over.” 

My cock pulsed as a flash of my mouth on Andi ‘s beautiful pussy popped into my mind. She’d tasted so good. I inhaled deeply, wishing I could never wash my face again. 

“Why, what’d you do last night?” I asked, acting as if I couldn’t see how tense he was. 

“I came home. What else was I supposed to do? The dogs needed to be fed, and you were MIA. I took the whole day off to see Andi, and...” 

She wasn’t interested. 

The thought brought me a small joy. 

My aloofness paid off, and his tense stance relaxed. 

“Did Purdy get back to her hotel?” he asked, passing me to feed the dogs breakfast. My eye twitched at Andi’s now-abandoned nickname. She didn’t like it anymore. I bit back the urge to correct him and took a sip of my coffee.

“Yeah, walked her to the door myself.” I hid my smile behind my cup. Something about this felt wrong, but the stance he’d had when I walked in pissed me off. What had he planned to do if I’d confessed how I really spent my night? 

The competitive brother in me was coming out. It wasn’t in my nature to get so defensive, but Sawyer always knew how to piss me off. 

“Did she say anything about me?” His question was desperate, almost laughable. I stared at him for a beat. He was delusional. Andi had never loved him. She was lucky to have gotten away. Like it’d been many times before, it was on the tip of my tongue to tell him so, but I bit back everything I wanted to say about their relationship and gave him a clipped response.

“Not really.” 

I tried not to think of how stupid it sounded to call him delusional when she’d run out on me too. 

He stood, waiting for me to elaborate, but I didn’t. Sawyer didn’t need to know anything more about Andi than she’d given him. When he saw I wasn’t going to continue, he spoke.

“She wasn’t happy to see me yesterday. I think she was jealous about Carly, at the bar. You shouldn’t have told her about us.” 

I rolled my eyes. 

“Carly was being a bitch, dude.” I kicked off the cabinets and sat down at the table. “Andi already has enough hang-ups about herself. She didn’t need another one just because you whored around after she left.” 

“What was I supposed to do?” he snapped. “I found out on the morning of my wedding that my girl was a whore. When I confronted her, she left. Should I have ran after her?” 

I would have. 

Confronted was an interesting word choice, I noted. I wouldn’t have called it that, but Sawyer always recalled his actions differently than everyone else. 

“No, but you didn’t have to fuck half your graduating class.” I snorted. “Maybe she didn’t want to see you because she’s not single,” I pointed out, and the very idea hit like a gut punch. I should’ve been listening to my own words.

“I didn’t see any ring.” He snickered. “Not that it would matter. She has no problem with lies and cheating. If fucking over some other man meant getting her back, so be it. Hell, what if she brought some asshole here, and that’s why she was rushing to leave so fast? Maybe she was meeting someone at the hotel.” 

I stared at my younger brother. He was spiraling. 

“You think she was fucking someone last night?”

I forced myself not to react. He was studying me. 

“I don’t understand where this is coming from.” I shook my head, diverting from the question. “You hadn’t mentioned her name in a long time, and then you see the obituary and suddenly you want her back?” 

In the five years since their wedding day, Sawyer had never once said he wanted Andi back. He’d called her every name in the book—whore, slut, cheater. He made her the butt of jokes when he could, and all of a sudden, things flipped. Why? It didn’t make any sense. 

“I never got over her, if I’m being honest,” he confessed. “A lot of what I did was to punish her. But seeing her here, in the flesh?” He looked up at me, waiting for me to say something nice, but I had nothing. 

“Sawyer, I don’t think it’s gonna happen.” 

“Fuck off. She’s mine.” 

He stormed out of the kitchen, and I settled into my seat, sipping my warm coffee, listening to the dogs chomp kibble, and letting my hangover disappear. Despite having just been ghosted, there was a sense of satisfaction in knowing I had gotten what he wanted. For the better part of our youth, he had gotten the girl I’d pined for, but not this time. I’d relish in the fact that Andi Marin had chosen to spend the night with me. 

Even if it was just this one time. 

I finished my coffee and, reluctantly, made the call to get back to work after a quick shower. There was so much paperwork and research to do. I still didn’t even have a property purchased. 

I went to shower, and when I stepped into the warm water, I closed my eyes and remembered last night. My cock hardened, and I wrapped my hand around it. Inhaling deeply, I lost myself in the thought of Andi riding me and holding that headboard. She’d been so soft, so tight, and so fucking beautiful. 

I jerked off in the shower to her, and when I came—after the rush ended—I felt a gut punch, knowing this was all I’d ever have. Andi was already on her way back to Chicago, where she’d continue her new life away from Collingwood, and I would be here, jerking off to her memory.  

I finished my shower and returned to my room to get dressed and put my cell on the charger. In all the excitement, I’d forgotten about it. Checking my notifications, I found a handful of business emails, including one from my realtor. He had some possible properties to show me. I emailed him back to schedule out this afternoon, then went downstairs. 

Sawyer passed me in the hall and paused to apologize. 

“Sorry, man. I didn’t mean to get all crazy on you. Purdy is my soulmate. I shouldn’t have let her go. I guess I’m just having a lot of regrets about how things went, and I need to figure them out.” 

Guilt tugged at my gut as I stared at my brother, who looked slightly apologetic. 

Did he really mean those things about her? 

I patted him on the shoulder. 

“It’s cool. I get it. She’s a catch.” I swallowed the words, knowing just how true they were. 

“What are you doing today?” he asked as he stepped aside to let me pass. 

“Checking out more haunt locations. Hopefully, we can finally land on something soon.” I needed to close on a property this year, or I’d risk not opening next fall. “I might have to reapply for the loan otherwise.” 

“Things are looking up for us, aren’t they, brother?” He grinned. “You with the haunt, me with my movie. Maybe if you find something worthwhile we could collab.” 

“Yeah? How so?” I crossed my arms, suspicious, but I was still listening. This was the first I was hearing of him wanting to work together. 

“Well…if I get green-lit, I’ll have a budget to spend. Maybe we could purchase something together. Just gotta let me film there. Could be a brother bonding experience or some shit.” 

I considered his offer and nodded. 

“We’ll see.” 

With that, he turned and went into his office, and I took off to meet my realtor, Terrell. 
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IT WAS A long morning, driving here and there. Collingwood was mostly farmland and housing. There wasn’t a whole lot of real estate or land in town, but the farther you drove, the more it opened up. Terrell took me to six different locations, two of which were just land.

As we were heading back with nothing promising to show for our trip, he got an email. 

“Ooh, remember that mansion in the middle of nowhere we looked at two months ago? They just drastically lowered the price.” 

“The one with the giant terrace?” The house in question was an old, abandoned, all-black mansion once owned by a mobster in the nineties. When he went to prison, the house had been left to rot. So, when the guy got out and saw the state of the place, he decided to sell it. I’d tried to put a bid on it back then but had gotten rejected. 

“No one’s biting at the original price,” Terrell reminded me. “I think we might be able to get them down to your budget.”  

I tugged on the corners of my mustache, considering it. 

It was a huge mansion with a lot of land. It was just outside of town, but kids could bike to it easily. It would be perfect for a haunt. But even with a lower price, it would be tight. I might be having ramen noodles and bread and butter for a while just to get the lights on. 

Unless I took Sawyer up on his offer. I stared into space, thinking about how he’d tried to be decent this morning, when just last night, I’d royally
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