

    
            Chapter One 





			“You ladies need help finding anything?” Cas tried not to spray the group of women with snow as she came to an abrupt stop on her skis, but on a fresh powder day, that proved difficult. 

			“We were hoping to find the easiest way down?” One of the women pointed at the large trail map with her ski pole. 

			“None of the runs off this lift are too difficult.” Cas sidestepped closer to the map to give better instructions. 

			“We’ve only been here before in the daylight. I didn’t think it would be so dark.” Another one of the women sounded slightly panicked. 

			“They don’t call it ‘America’s Largest Night Ski Area’ for nothing.” Cas pointed to the top of the sign. “Here, if you head left and follow this sign, you’ll get down the mountain the easiest way.” She directed her attention to the woman wearing a rainbow vest. “There’s a great bar on the other side of the lodge if you decide this isn’t for you.” It was always hard to tell in ski clothes, but surely that was a queer vibe radiating off of her. 

			“Maybe we’ll see you there after your shift?” rainbow vest woman said. 

			“Maybe you will. Stay safe out there.” It amazed Cas how many people didn’t realize night skiing would be in the dark. She turned herself around and headed toward the lift to take her to the summit. The night was still young, but early ski season conditions often surprised people, and if her five years of ski patrol had taught her anything, it was that no one likes surprises on the mountains. 

			She breezed through the line and joined a young girl on the chairlift. She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten. Cas reached for the black pole between the seats to steady herself as the chair swung from the steady climb up the hill. 

			It had been the perfect night so far. Not too cold. Visibility was good, and the radio had stayed quiet. So far. She knew better than to say the “Q” word out loud. She would sit back and enjoy a night of skiing for as long as she could. 

			The chair lurched to a stop and bounced back and forth. 

			“Why are we stopping?” the kid next to her asked. 

			“Oh, could be lots of things.” Cas tried her best to sound reassuring. These old chairs broke down all the time. More than likely someone took too long to load. “We should be moving soon.” 

			“It’s bouncing so much!” The kid sounded scared. 

			“I’m Cas. What’s your name?” Time to distract the kid before she panicked. 

			“Mercedes.” She clung to the pole between the seats. “Cassie is one of my favorite characters in the book I’m reading.” 

			“Oh yeah?” Cas would never be caught dead with the nickname Cassie, but now was the time for distraction, not arguing over names. “I like your wings, Mercedes.” Cas pointed at the light-up wings on the outside of her jacket. At least Mercedes knew night skiing would be dark. “What are you doing headed to the top all alone?”

			“My dad said we would go to the top the next time we came skiing.” 

			Cas relaxed her shoulders. Hopefully the dad was around here somewhere and she wasn’t skiing alone. The upper chair led to mostly black diamonds and double black diamonds, the hardest runs on the mountain. Certainly nothing a kid should do on her own. “Are you meeting him at the top?” 

			“He’s not here.” 

			The chair continued to bounce in the wind. “Have you ever been to the top before?” 

			“No. I mostly stay down below.” The chair bounced again with a gust of wind. “Why are we still stopped?” 

			“It’s hard to know for sure. I’m sure we’ll be moving soon.” 

			“Don’t you work here? Shouldn’t you know?”

			“I don’t work here specifically. I’m just assigned here tonight.” 

			“But you’re ski patrol.” 

			“The bright red jacket gives it away, doesn’t it?” That elicited a small chuckle from Mercedes. “How long have you been skiing?” 

			“This will be my fourth year.”

			“Wow. So you started young?” 

			“My dad always takes me and my brother skiing. But this is our first time up this year, and my mom is taking us instead.” 

			“A whole skiing family. That must be fun.” Cas always wondered what it must feel like growing up in one of those families that did activities together. There were no ski vacations, or any vacations really, growing up in the Grazer household. Cas hadn’t known her father, and her mother worked multiple jobs, not to make more money, but because she couldn’t keep one. Cas certainly didn’t have many fond childhood memories. 

			The radio crackled on Cas’s shoulder, and she turned it up to make out words through the static. “Code Adam. Ten-year-old girl. Last seen at Lower Bowl Chair. She’s wearing a pink jacket and fairy wings.” 

			Cas confirmed that the jacket on the girl next to her was indeed pink. She turned to Mercedes. “Something tells me you aren’t where you’re supposed to be.” She unclipped the radio from her jacket. “Captain, this is Grazer. I’ve got the girl on the upper chairlift with me.”

			“Fantastic news, Grazer. Just get her down to the lodge in one piece, and I’ll let the mother know.” 

			“Could be a few, Cap. The chairlift is still stopped.”

			“Ten-four. Take your time and get down safely.”

			“Want to tell me why your mom thinks you’re missing?”

			“Dad said I could go to the top the next time we went skiing.”

			“But your dad’s not here.” 

			“So?” 

			“So, I think maybe he meant he would take you to the top. Not that you could go on your own.” 

			“It’s not fair.” Mercedes crossed her arms and leaned back into the chair. “It’s not my fault Tommy got cold and Mom had to take him inside. Just because Dad isn’t here, it doesn’t mean I shouldn’t get to go to the top.” 

			“Where does your mom think you are?”

			“I asked if I could do one more run.” 

			“And your mom was going to let you do one alone?”

			“It’s no big deal.”

			That was how accidents happened. No one ever thought it was going to be a big deal. “I’ll have to have a little chat with your mom about that later.” The chair lurched to life and picked up speed as it moved up the mountain. 

			“Okay, Mercedes. We’re going to the top, but you’re going to have to follow my instructions carefully to make sure we get down the right run. Got it?” 

			“Got it.” 

			As they reached the top, Cas let Mercedes go first to make sure she could get off safely. Once both were off the chair, she radioed down that they were on their way. Mercedes took a hard left and sped toward the edge of a run. “Is this the one we’re taking?” She stood with both skis hanging off the edge. 

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Get back over here. What did I say about following my instructions?”

			Mercedes backed up slowly. 

			“That’s a black diamond. Do you see the sign there that says ‘Experts Only’?”

			“I’ve done a black diamond before.” Mercedes puffed her chest out. 

			“I’m sure you have. But we aren’t doing one today. Now let’s go.” 

			“Can you take my picture?”

			“What? No. We need to get down to the bottom.”

			“Please? No one is going to believe that I actually made it to the top. I need proof.” 

			“Proof for who?” 

			“All of my friends. Duh. Please, it will only take a second.” Mercedes clasped her hands together as she continued to beg. 

			Taking the picture was going to be much quicker than this argument. “Alright, fine.” 

			“Yes!” Mercedes stood tall.

			Cas never got tired of the view of Mt. Hood. At night, the white snow reflected the lights of Timberline Lodge and made all the communities around it look like a magic fairyland. It was hard to believe that even in the dark you could see a mountain so clearly. Mercedes posed with her hands on her hips, her wings sparkling in the background. Cas snapped a quick series of photos, then put her phone back in her jacket.

			“All right, Mercedes. Let’s get down this hill slow and steady. Okay?” Cas pointed toward the cat track she wanted them to take, and Mercedes took off instantly. She wasn’t a bad skier, just very much still a child. She formed her skies into a pizza shape and took minimal turns. 

			Cas stayed close. Just because it was night skiing, it didn’t mean that every section was well lit. While large stadium lights were planted every few hundred feet, there were certainly still dark sections, and she was not letting Mercedes out of her sight. They came around a long curve, and Mercedes halted. 

			“Everything okay?” Cas asked. 

			“It’s just so pretty up here.”

			“I agree.” The town stretched on below them, and everything seemed so small from up above. 

			“Are we almost there? I’m getting tired.” 

			“Sorry, kid. We got a long way to go still.” 

			“Ugh.” Mercedes threw her head back and stared at the sky. 

			“Come on. Stay closer to the inside.” Cas guided Mercedes to the inside edge of the snowbank so she would be further from the steep drop-off of the ski boundary. Thankfully, Cas hadn’t had to do any searches beyond the ski boundary this season yet, and she hoped to keep it that way. 

			After several long twists and turns, they made it to the main run of the resort. “I know where we are now!” Mercedes called out. “Race you to the bottom!” 

			“You’re on!” 

			Mercedes took off straight downhill. She loved the confidence of kids skiing. No fear. No worries. Just the pure joy of going fast. “Captain, this is Grazer,” she said into her radio. 

			“Come in, Grazer.” 

			“We just reached Lower Bowl, but I have to warn you, we’re coming in hot.” 

			“Copy that. We’re just outside the lodge. See you in a few.” Cas took off, knowing she could catch up to Mercedes. Or at least hoping she could. Her ego couldn’t take that kind of blow. She dodged and turned through skiers and snowboarders until twinkling fairy wings came into view. She sped up just enough to get within ear shot. “You’re not going to beat me!” 

			“Yes, I am!” Mercedes shouted and kept her lead. Both picked up their speed. They had to go downhill and then slightly back up to get to the lodge, and Cas hated walking uphill in ski boots. Her captain and a few other people gathered around an outdoor fireplace, and who she assumed was the worried mother paced back and forth. 

			“Mom! I went to the top!” Mercedes slid to a stop right in front of the crowd, and the woman flung her arms around Mercedes. 

			“Don’t you ever do that to me again,” she said. 

			“The top wasn’t so bad. Cassie here helped me down.” Mercedes broke free from the hug and pointed at Cas. 

			“Thank you for helping her get down safely.”

			“Kids really shouldn’t be unattended on these lifts,” Cas said. She pushed a pole onto one ski break and used her boot to clip out of her other ski. 

			“Trust me, that was not the plan.” 

			“Even the lift right here.” Cas pointed to the main chair behind her. “Mercedes mentioned she was going to do a run on her own. These lifts are older and don’t have safety bars. Kids shouldn’t ride alone. You have no idea how many accidents happen on chairlifts every year.” 

			“I really don’t need a lecture on parenting right now.” 

			“I’m not lecturing. These are statistical facts.” 

			“You ever tried to ski with two young kids on your own? One was freezing and one was begging to do one more run. She’s been skiing since she could walk. One run didn’t seem like that big of a deal.” 

			“That’s the thing! It never seems like it’s going to be that big of a deal. That’s how big deals happen.” 

			“Easy, Grazer,” the captain cut in. “Ma’am, I’m going to have you come with me. We just need to have you fill out a few forms and you can be on your way.”

			“Right. Thank you.” She grabbed a kid with each hand and followed the captain to the ski patrol station. 

			“What’s your deal?” Cas’s younger brother, Rion, bumped Cas with his shoulder. 

			“What are you talking about? I didn’t know you were up here tonight.” 

			“I had nothing better going on, and skiing seemed like fun.” Rion had joined ski patrol a few years after she did. He didn’t pick up shifts nearly as frequently, and his main motivation was to get free lift tickets, but it was fun for them to do something together, nonetheless. “What’s your deal?” 

			“I don’t have a deal.” 

			“You save a cute mom’s kid, and rather than ask for her number, you start lecturing her about chairlifts?” 

			“What are you talking about?” 

			Rion ran his fingers through his brown hair. He had already taken off his ski helmet and looked ready to turn in for the day. “You can’t tell me you didn’t find that woman attractive.” 

			“I didn’t think about her like that.” 

			“Oh my God! This is why you’re going to be single for the rest of your life! You never take advantage of a great opportunity.” 

			“Well, I’m never going to take advantage of a woman, if that’s what you’re saying.” 

			“Oh my God. It’s not. Not everyone has a terrible mother.” 

			“What are we even talking about?”

			“Other than apps and bars, you never see anyone. You never have anything more than one to two dates with the same woman.” 

			“So? What’s your point?” 

			Rion pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t even know. I’m just saying. That woman seemed nice, and despite your little lecture, she probably isn’t a terrible mother.”

			“Are you sticking around or done for the night?” Cas didn’t need dating advice from her younger brother, of all people. Last she checked, he didn’t exactly have a stellar track record with long-term relationships either. “I’m thinking of parking the van at Timberline and heading in for a drink. Care to join?”

			“I appreciate the invite, but I’m going to head back home,” he said. “There’s this girl I’ve been seeing, and we have plans tomorrow afternoon, so I can’t have too much fun tonight.” 

			“Then I guess I’ll have to have enough for the both of us.” Fun that did not include mothers of any sort.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			Three sharp knocks drew Michelle’s attention away from her phone. Mercedes and TJ were busy on their tablets, and she was enjoying a quiet moment on social media before all hell broke loose when one of them looked at the other’s screen. Heaven forbid.

			The knocker kept pounding. Michelle wasn’t expecting anyone. She pulled up the camera app on her phone. Whoever it was had blocked the view. The knocks got louder as she approached the front door. “I’m coming. Settle down!” The knocks didn’t stop.

			“What in God’s name is your problem?” She swung the door open.

			“Finally!” Her friends Lisa and Helen stood on her doorstep, one clutching a bottle of champagne and the other a carton of orange juice. They had been friends since college, and even though the two of them knew her better than anyone, she hadn’t talked to them since Tommy had left.

			“What are you two doing here?” Michelle didn’t budge from the doorframe.

			“Well, since you aren’t answering our texts or calls, we needed to come hunt you down ourselves,” Lisa said.

			“And we brought mimosas!” Helen held up the champagne and pushed past Michelle into the kitchen.

			“Please come in,” Michelle muttered.

			“You can’t avoid us forever, you know,” Lisa scolded her.

			“I wasn’t avoiding you.”

			“Bullshit!” Helen pulled down three wine glasses.

			“Okay. Maybe I was, a little.”

			“A little?” Helen poured each glass almost to the brim and added just enough orange juice to change the color.

			“Okay, okay. More than a little. I just wasn’t ready to face the real world yet.”

			“Since when are we the real world?” Lisa asked.

			“I’m not sure I know a fucking thing anymore,” Michelle said.

			“All right, ladies!” Helen passed the drinks out. “Drink up!”

			The bubbles tickled Michelle’s throat on the way down. “Damn, that’s good.”

			“So…what happened?” Helen softened her tone.

			“I don’t even know where to begin.” The bubbles fizzed up to the top of Michelle’s drink.

			“Start at the part where that no-good, two-timing bastard left you high and dry with his kids!” Lisa slapped the table.

			Helen placed a hand over hers. “Let’s take it down a notch. We agreed we’d be nice and there are little ears in the other room.”

			“I guess, to put it shortly, he said that things weren’t working between us and he needed more.”

			“Did he even give a rat’s ass about what you might need?” Lisa could not take it down a notch.

			“What do you mean?” Michelle asked.

			“A marriage takes two people,” Lisa said. “What about your wants and desires. Was he being a good partner to you?”

			“I never thought of it like that.” Michelle had been so wrapped up in her inadequacies as a wife that she hadn’t taken time to think that her own needs weren’t being fulfilled by her husband.

			“When was the last time Tommy truly did something that swept you off your feet?” Helen asked.

			“That’s not real. That’s cheesy romcom stuff.” Michelle had never been swept off her feet.

			“The hell it is! You remember the surprise vacation Chad took me on last summer? I swear, I have never been in love with that man more. I didn’t know that after seven years I could keep falling in love with him, but somehow he still finds ways.”

			“What about you, Lisa?” Michelle asked. Was everyone else out there falling in love, and she’d been left behind?

			“Dan started one of those notebooks where he writes down one thing he loves about me every day. I thought it was the corniest thing at first, but the things that man comes up with.” She shook her head and sucked in a breath. “Just last week he told me he loves the way the sun reflects off my eyelashes.” Lisa clutched her heart.

			Did Tommy even know that Michelle had eyelashes? “I think Tommy and I might have gotten married too young.”

			“You wouldn’t be the first,” Helen said.

			“I wanted to be a mom so bad, and I love it so much.”

			“And you’re great at it.” Lisa squeezed her hand. “I think you might have married the first man that could make that dream come true.”

			Glass shattered in Michelle’s brain. Did she? Did she just marry the first man who asked her?

			“There are much worse dreams. Who wants a refill?” Helen reached for the empty glasses.

			“So where do things stand with Tommy now?” Lisa picked up the conversation.

			“Last I heard, he’s off galivanting with his new girlfriend. I think she’s twenty-one.”

			“Eww,” Lisa and Helen said in unison. 

			“Is he having a midlife crisis or something?” Helen brought the refreshed drinks back to the table.

			“Who knows.”

			“How’s he getting time off? Isn’t he still working toward partner at your dad’s law firm?”

			“Ugh.” Michelle took a big gulp from her drink, letting the bubbles wash the worry down with them. “I haven’t told them yet.”

			“Surely they must have some idea?” Helen asked.

			“I don’t know. It’s fucking messy. I always thought working for my dad was a terrible idea, but he wanted his shot at partner. It was a great idea until it wasn’t.”

			“Add it to the list of things Tommy ignored you on.” Lisa rolled her eyes.

			“Why do I get the sense you two are hating on Tommy all of a sudden?”

			“Oh, honey,” Lisa said. “This isn’t all of a sudden.”

			Helen burst out laughing.

			“What?” Michelle looked between them.

			“We’ve never liked Tommy. But he was your husband, what were we supposed to do? We can’t invite you to things and not him.”

			“Why don’t you like him?” And why didn’t you ever say anything?

			“For starters, a lot of the reasons we’ve already outlined here. He didn’t really pay attention to you and wasn’t a great partner. He always put his needs first. Michelle, you are an amazing woman, and you deserve someone who is going to lift you up. Not one more person for you to take care of.” Helen finished the contents of her glass.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“Because we thought you were happy,” Lisa said. “Like you said, your dream was to have kids. No one knows what goes on inside of someone else’s marriage. For all we knew, you were giddy behind closed doors.”

			“I can assure you, we were not.”

			“And I know that this is hard to hear, but we don’t ever know when we might get to see you,” Lisa tried to joke.

			“Okay. We have all been friends since college. That’s nearly a decade. How about from now on, whenever one of us is about to make a terrible life choice, the other two have to stop her. Deal?” Michelle made sure to make eye contact with them. 

			“I can agree to that,” Lisa said.

			“With the addition that no one gets to ghost anyone anymore. Like you said, we have been friends for nearly a decade. If one of us is going through something, we all need to be there for each other. Got it?” Helen stared her down. 

			“I love you two. I want a cheesy group hug.” They embraced. Michelle didn’t know what she had been so afraid of. These women were her lifeline. She could tell them anything. She needed to find out what other terrible decisions she may have made. If she truly only married Tommy because she wanted to have kids, what else about her past was she missing?

			





    
            Chapter Eleven 





			Cas fiddled with the thermostat of her van, making it a comfortable temperature for the night. She didn’t have enough propane to blast the heat for hours, but she certainly didn’t need to freeze. Normally, she’d spend more time inside the Ram’s Head Bar, but Mary was working tonight, and her pours hadn’t been nearly as generous since they’d stopped sleeping together. Cas was in for the night. Her phone display read 6:00 p.m. So much night left. Watching a movie while camping seemed against the point of being out at the mountain. What she needed was human interaction. She could drive into town, but the van was already set up for the weekend. This is why I need to stop sleeping with bartenders.

			She scrolled through the contacts in her phone. She hadn’t talked to her brother in a few days, but that didn’t sound super exciting. Val was probably looking for a hookup of her own and wouldn’t answer. Shannon and Brynn would be on shift. She’d texted a bit with Michelle all week, small check-ins to see how she was handling things. Their banter continued to flow easily. Would calling her be too much? She didn’t want to be an overbearing friend. But if Michelle was busy or didn’t want to talk, she didn’t have to answer. Simple as that. God, sitting alone in the van was going to her head. Screw it. She dialed Michelle.

			“Hi there.” Michelle’s warm voice filled the van as Cas placed her on speakerphone.

			“Hi.” Cas slumped onto the chair in the living area. “What are you up to?”

			“Debating if I actually want to cook dinner or be a terrible mother and order takeout.”

			“Definitely go for the terrible mother option.”

			Michelle laughed.

			“In my experience, the mom who orders takeout is actually a pretty good mom. Some might even call her the cool mom.”

			“You know what? That’s a great point. Pizza it is. Yet again, here you are solving my problems. What are you up to?”

			“I finished a ski patrol shift and am hanging out in the van.”

			“How was it?”

			“A beautiful day, actually. The mountain stayed above the cloud cover all day. Nothing but blue skies. Not a ton of skiers, and no injuries. I basically hung out and skied all day.” 

			“Sounds amazing. Gray and rainy down here in the valley.”

			“My skills would be better put to use on the weekend, but I’ll be working my real job.”

			“So you’ll just stay up there your whole time off?”

			“Basically.” Cas’s phone made a weird noise, buzzing in her hand with a video call request. “What are you doing?”

			“Just accept it. I want to see the van.”

			Michelle’s face filled the screen. Her blond hair was pulled back into a low ponytail. “Hi.” Her blue eyes radiated.

			“Hi.” Cas hid the square reflecting her own picture back. She didn’t want to look at herself.

			“Give me the grand tour.”

			“I don’t know how grand it is.” She stood up and held the phone at arm’s length. “This is the living room.” She spun in a circle showing the two small black recliners and card table between them.

			Cas walked the few steps toward the front. “Here’s the driver seat.” She swung her arm around. “And here’s the passenger seat.”

			“How often do you have passengers?”

			Had Cas ever driven someone else in the van? “Not often.”

			“Do you ever go on road trips?”

			“Not really.” Cas moved the ten feet to the back. “I bought it so that I could come up to the mountains more. I like to camp in the summer, that kind of thing.”

			“Whoa, that’s the bed?” Michelle’s face lit up as she took in the queen-size bed that jutted out from the back.

			“Yup. I made sure it was a real-sized bed, and under here”—Cas lifted the mattress—“is my secret compartment.” She showed a storage area the size of the bed.

			“Oooh, what kinds of secrets?”

			“All kinds.” Cas sat back down in the recliner. “It’s the perfect spot for a few days. Stays warm and dry during the ski season, and allows me to get here early and stay late.”

			“It’s cool you have something you enjoy so much.”

			“So what’s new in your world?” She had texted Michelle throughout the week, but with her work schedule, they hadn’t talked a lot.

			“My friends ambushed me last Sunday.”

			“Ambushed?”

			“Yeah.” Michelle played with the ends of her ponytail. Cas could end the video part now that she wasn’t showing off the van anymore, but seeing Michelle’s features as she spoke was way better than just hearing her voice. “Two of my best friends, Lisa and Helen. They showed up with mimosas saying it was time to talk.”

			“They sound like good friends.”

			“They are.”

			“What was the ambush about?”

			“I haven’t really been talking to them since Tommy left.”

			“Damn.” Cas told Val everything. She couldn’t imagine going through something of that magnitude without her best friend.

			“I just didn’t know how to face them. The whole thing is such a mindfuck. It’s embarrassing I didn’t know he was cheating. It’s infuriating that he up and left. It’s exhausting to try to explain what happened. Avoiding it all just seemed so much easier.”

			Cas stayed quiet. Michelle seemed like she needed to talk, and Cas wanted to be the person who would listen.

			“So they showed up saying enough was enough, and I am so glad they did. We’ve all known each other since college. Helen and I were roommates our first year, and Lisa lived just down the hall. They’ve known me and Tommy from the beginning. Lisa said she never actually liked Tommy but knew she couldn’t talk me out of marrying him.”

			“That’s a pretty big bombshell.”

			“Right? Who does that?” Michelle looked over her shoulder.

			“Hang on. The pizza is here.”

			The screen filled with Michelle’s ceiling, and Cas heard her yelling that dinner was ready and the kids yelling back. Mercedes called out that her mom was the absolute best before she stomped off.

			Michelle’s face filled the screen again. “Sorry about that.”

			“I told you pizza would make you the cool mom.”

			“Let’s hope it lasts more than five seconds.”

			“So Lisa thinks you shouldn’t have married Tommy?”

			“She said I married the first guy that would give me kids.”

			“Did you?”

			“I don’t know. It’s all still a bit of a mindfuck.”

			“Well, it sounds like it was a good visit.”

			“It was. They think I should start dating. But doesn’t that seem too soon?”

			Cas’s heart stopped. “What?”

			“Right? Way too soon.” 

			Why did Cas have that reaction? She shouldn’t care if her friend dated. “Do you think it’s too soon?”

			“I don’t know. In a lot of ways Tommy and I haven’t been together in a long time. I couldn’t even tell you the last time we had sex.”

			Cas gripped the recliner. Why was it that married couples stopped having sex? One more reason to not have relationships.

			“How would I even meet someone?”

			“I like meeting women in bars.” Cas winked.

			“Shut up.”

			“They have all kinds of apps and things.”

			“I don’t know if I can do the whole app thing. I know people do it, I just don’t know if it’s for me. I wish I could just meet someone organically.” Michelle let out a long sigh.

			“I get it. I’ve never really been one for apps either.”

			“We met organically.”

			Cas’s heart rate picked up.

			“It’s too bad you don’t have a brother.”

			“Actually, I do.”

			Michelle’s eyes sparkled “You do?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You’ve never mentioned him. Are you not close?”

			“Quite the opposite, actually.”

			Michelle looked hurt and confused. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a brother?”

			Why hadn’t she talked much about her personal life with Michelle? She certainly knew a lot about hers.

			“You never asked,” Cas tried to joke. 

			“I’m being serious.” The hurt in Michelle’s eyes lingered. 

			Cas shifted in her seat. “I guess I’m not used to sharing a whole lot about myself. I have a younger brother. Orion. I call him Rion for short.”

			“What’s Cas short for?” 

			“Why?” Cas eyed her.

			“Apparently, I have to ask you direct questions if I want to learn anything about you.” Michelle’s hurt was exchanged for smugness. 

			“Cassiopeia.” 

			“Were your parents into astrology?” Michelle didn’t seem judgmental. It was not the usual reaction to her full name. 

			“My mom was. She’s what I would call a free spirit. Floats around life however she feels. I suppose you could say the same about my dad. He wasn’t really around.”

			“I’m sorry.” 

			“Don’t be.” Cas didn’t need anyone’s pity. “He left shortly after I was born, then somehow waltzed back into my mom’s life a decade later, just long enough to father my brother and then leave again. I know who he is, but he isn’t involved much.” 

			“So it was just the three of you, growing up?” 

			“Mostly. Like I said, my mom was a free spirit. She made sure we were fed and clothed and all that, but she had zero desire to parent past that. Making sure that Rion got into activities or made it to school on time was all on me.” 

			“That must have been hard.” 

			Again with the pity. “It’s just what it was. But there you have it. I have a brother. He’s quite a bit younger. Closer to your age, and we talk often.”

			“No wonder you always know all of my movie references.”

			“I definitely watched a lot of movies with him.”

			“What’s this brother of yours like?” Was Cas really doing this? Maybe it would be for the best. Rion needed to find a real woman to date, and Michelle deserved someone who would treat her well. They were both close in age. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

			“He’s a lot like me but not nearly as good looking. He’s a good kid.”

			“Kid, huh?” 

			“I mean…” She would never view her brother as anything but a kid. Michelle was even younger than him. She was basically a kid too. 

			Michelle burst out laughing. “I get it. He’s your younger brother, you’ll always see him that way. I think I might be able to handle a slightly less attractive version of you.”

			“I’ll pass your number along and tell him to give you a call.”

			“Ugh. I don’t know if I’m ready.”

			“If you’re not, tell him to go pound sand. I do it all the time.”

			“I don’t think I’ll be doing that, but one date might not hurt.” Michelle’s head whipped around at the sound of glass shattering. “And that’s my cue.”

			“Good luck in there.”

			“Thanks, Cas. Have a good night.”

			“You too.”

			Cas’s stomach soured at the thought of Michelle with another man. She knew she’d need to get used to the idea eventually, but with the divorce being so fresh, it could have been years. If Michelle was going to start dating again, maybe it being her own brother wouldn’t be terrible. 

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			Michelle fussed with her hair again. It wasn’t curling the way she wanted. It never did. Why did she keep trying to curl it when it would never curl? She dialed Lisa and put the phone on speaker.

			“Hi.” Lisa picked up on the first ring.

			“My hair won’t curl. Should I just put it up?”

			“I’m switching to video now.”

			Michelle propped her phone up on the counter as Lisa’s face filled the screen. “Michelle, you’re crazy. Your hair looks great.”

			“Are you sure? This side feels weird.” She held up the left side of her hair.

			“Nope. It looks great. I think you are the one feeling weird.”

			“Okay. Yes. I’m so nervous.”

			“It’s just a date. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

			“I haven’t been on a date in ten years!”

			“It hasn’t changed much. Boys are still awkward.”

			“Well, at least I won’t be alone. Do I look okay? I didn’t overdo it?” Michelle stepped back, filling the phone screen. Dark skinny jeans and a black top seemed dressy enough but still casual, depending on what they were doing. She’d talked to Rion on the phone, but all he’d said was to be ready at noon.

			“Michelle, sweetie, you look fantastic. You are going to have a great time. Worst-case, you have an afternoon of adult conversation. Enjoy it.”

			“Okay. Thank you for the pep talk.”

			“Any time.”

			Rion opened the car door for Michelle, and she stepped out into the crowded fairground parking lot. “What exactly is this?”

			“A boat show!” Rion pointed to the large sign above the convention center. “Ever been to one?”

			“I can’t say I have.”

			“Oh, it’s awesome.” Rion’s bright brown eyes lit up. They looked just like Cas’s. His hair was the same brown but cut shorter. Cas was not wrong when she had described him as a less attractive version of her. 

			“Are you buying a boat?” Michelle dodged a puddle in the gravel parking lot.

			“Oh, heck no. But it is so much fun to look. You’ll see!”

			Michelle followed Rion through the crowd as they entered the brightly lit convention center stuffed with more boats than she thought humanly possible. “How do they get them all in here?” 

			Rion shrugged. “Oh, this one is awesome!” He pointed to a cherry-red speed boat. “Just look at it!” His eyes lit up like a kid at Christmas.

			“What exactly are we looking at?”

			“The twin dual-speed motor.”

			He might as well have been speaking Greek. Rion approached the salesman and asked a few questions about top speed or something. Michelle had no clue.

			“Oh, no way!” Rion pointed to another one. “We have to look at that.”

			“Are you a boat enthusiast or something?” Michelle hadn’t known there were this many kinds of boats until today.

			“I mean, who doesn’t like a good boat?”

			After looking at
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