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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a novelette. Think of it as novella’s older cousin. It’s longer than a short story but shorter than a novella.

      

      As such, the character development and plot move at a faster, abbreviated pace than you may be used to. You are essentially dropped into these characters’ lives with an expectation of picking up the clues as you go. Some things will be explained and some things won’t.

      

      If that is not what you’re into, then you will be sorely disappointed.

      

      subject matter touched on (overtly or covertly): misogyny, racism, other-ing

      

      romance trope(s): second chance

      

      AI disclosure: I used ProWriting Aid to double-check my grammar and syntax. I agreed with most of the changes but not all of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Grady Jackson didn’t know that a person, scratch that, a werewolf could be so tired. Six months had been long, and he was feeling every bit of it.

      But as he glared at Michael's text message with a list to pick up a few items from the store before the meeting, he knew what it was gonna feel like to be tired and miserable. He stared at the red glowing lights of the Market Depot sign and the bright fluorescent lights beckoning him inside. The only store out this way off route 19. The only one near the pack meeting.

      He sighed, scrubbed his face, and cursed. Maybe he could get in and out as quickly as supernaturally as possible.

      Snatching up a red hand basket, he stalked up the aisles with his head down and his eyes focused on the list. The store was quiet, save for a few people and the low murmurings of whatever top 20 playlist coming from the radio piped from the speakers.

      Grady pulled up short at the one register open. Number 5. That familiar voice saying “hello” and “how’re you doing tonight.” His stomach bottomed out and for a second he debated leaving the basket on the nearest end cap and huffing it back to his truck.

      Michael expected he would pick these things up. And he was all about the pack and what it needed.

      He gripped the basket so tight that his hands ached by the time he got to the end of the conveyor belt. His heart flapped loudly in his ears.

      She looked different. She’d changed her hair. Long, black braids that went down her back. The flash of deep set dimples as she talked to the older woman she was ringing up.

      Already his hands itched to touch her. Hold her. Instead, he gripped the hand basket tighter.

      “You have a good evening,” she finished up.

      “Hello, how’re you?” She started up to the man in front of Grady.

      Their eyes met, rooting Grady to the spot. He was in this now. Nor did he miss the slight hesitation. Not enough to be noticed by the customer but he saw it. Nor could he miss the way her heart beat faster or her face heated.

      Sometimes being a werewolf, with these heightened senses, sucked ass.

      “Is this everything?” She asked the man.

      Her tone was polite, but Grady noted how high and tight it was. Like him, she was fighting an internal war of emotions but she was losing.

      Grady focused on his breathing, mechanically moving his hands to unload the few items he picked up.

      “Have a good night,” she finished up.

      They locked eyes. Those brown eyes that were as familiar to him as his own.

      “Hey Alma,” he said, unclogging his stuck tongue from his mouth.

      “Hello, do you have your shopper card?” She said coolly. Her gaze focused on scanning his items and then bagging them.

      He deserved that. He knew it. Didn’t make it hurt any less.

      “Uh,” he looked at his keys. The shopper card he expected to be there wasn’t.

      “Um, no. Don’t worry ‘bout it.” He needed to wrap this up. It was agony for him and probably torture for her.

      Alma met his gaze. Something rippled across her face before she sighed.

      “We can do it by the phone number,” she said, punching his number in.

      “I told you this,” she whispered.

      He gulped down the response. The familiarity of this all strangled him because she was right. She had told him many times, but he relied on the mini shopper card she put on his keychain and her gentle reminders whenever they went to the store.

      “Look at that, you saved 2.54.” A quick smile flashed on her face then disappeared.

      Even if it wasn’t for him, just a muscle memory from her years of customer service work, he pocketed it.

      He paid with his card. As he gathered his groceries at the end of the line, she waited. Holding one bag out to him. When their hands touched, he sighed on the inside.

      He missed this. He missed her.

      Alma nibbled on her lip, a thing she did when she was unsure.

      “Have a good night,” she said. Softly, sweetly, the way she used to.

      Before.

      Grady cleared his throat. The words he wanted to say lodged inside. Stuck in his throat these six long months:

      I made a mistake.

      The loud, shrill sound of his phone ringing stopped the words. He knew without looking it was Michael wondering where he was.

      “You too,” he murmured.

      The subtle way her face fell was a gut and chest punch.

      She pasted a smile, one that was a little too tight around the corners. Not her real smile when her dimples were at their deepest and her smile was a little crooked.

      She pivoted, sharply.

      “Hello, how’re you?” She directed to the next customer in line.

      He deserved that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Respectfully, and I mean this with all sincerity, what crawled up your ass?” Michael paused in between breaking down the space.

      Grady folded the black chair up with probably a little more force than necessary.

      “Nothing.” He focused on the task at hand. He needed to or his mind would start to wander again.

      “Um, okay,” Michael said sarcastically.

      Something in Grady bristled at the tone.

      He slammed one of the chairs down. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The feelings roiling inside of him were spoiling for somewhere to go. If he could do, scratch that, undo the thing he wanted to do, this would have to do.

      “Easy killer,” Michael said with a grin and his hands up in mock surrender.

      “Fuck you,” Grady snapped. He yanked up the stack of folding chairs and stomped over to the rolling cart that held the others.

      He gripped the bar of the cart and took a breath. As quickly as the anger flashed in him, it dissipated. Ignoring Michael, he rolled the cart of chairs to the open closet. He ignored the whispered conversations of folks still milling around after the pack meeting.

      The scent of old spice told him Michael decided to be persistent today, of all days. The door shut behind them, boxing them in the large storage closet.

      “No seriously, what’s going on with you? You been on one ever since you got here.”

      Grady snatched his ball cap off to scratch his head. His fingers ran through his coily hair.  He needed a haircut. And that made him think of Alma. The clippers in her hand, him sitting on a stool in the bathroom while she trimmed his hair. Humming some tune she heard while wearing those tiny shorts of hers.

      He slapped the cap back on. He didn’t know what else to do with his hands so he stuffed them in his pockets.

      “I had to stop at Market Depot to grab the stuff you forgot to get.”

      Michael looked at him, confusion written all over his face.

      Grady sighed, “The one off route 19. I was already on my way when you texted me.”

      His friend’s dawning realization crossed his face.

      “Shit, man. I didn’t know.”

      Grady sighed again, turning to move the chairs from the cart to stacking them by the wall in the closet.

      “But, it’s been a few months. Time to move on.”

      The casualness of his words irritated Grady, got deep under his skin. He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from telling Michael to fuck all the way off because he knew it wouldn’t be as casual. He’d yell it and if he yelled he didn’t know if he could stop.

      “I mean, there were some new members who were definitely checking for you, especially Lupita. Sis is serving body. Time to get back out there.”

      Michael clapped him on the back, a satisfied grin on his face like he had found the answer to all of his problems.

      Grady huffed. Between these emotions, seeing Alma and all that seeing her brought up and months of crappy sleep, it was catching up with him. He was exhausted, weariness hanging on his bones.

      “I can’t just get over five years with someone by getting under someone else. She lived with me, Michael. We had a life together. Do you understand that?”

      He turned to face his friend, hoping that he could see what he felt was so plain. He was drowning. Drowning in a sea of tiredness, grief, and regret.

      “Listen man,” Michael’s voice dropped low, “you know what Mace said. There’s us and there’s them. She doesn’t get this life, can’t possibly understand it. Sure, we can have our dalliances.”

      Grady pulled away in frustration but Michael persisted.

      “I’m not downing what y’all had but you gotta ask yourself where it was gonna go with y’all in the long-term. Alma never really tried to connect with us.”

      “Bullshit! She tried,” Grady hissed.

      Michael sighed with exasperation, like Grady was talking nonsense. He had seen it, bore witness to it. Saw Alma’s frustration despite how hard she tried. A wall stood between them and her and she couldn’t cross it. Even more, he couldn't help her get over to the other side to join him.

      “We weren’t always like this and you know it,” Grady argued, appealing to his
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