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			Chapter 1
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			Marissa felt cold. She couldn’t see anything, a blindfold tied tightly against her eyes. Music blared against her ears, the throbbing in her head synced with the beat of the music. The cold, rough concrete burned her bare legs, and every time she attempted to adjust them, she felt sharp sensations rush through. She was stiff and cold and tired. Her right hand was handcuffed to something that felt heavy and unbreakable, though she tried to pull away. Time had blurred, and her mind swam, unable to focus on anything. She was thirsty, hungry, and tired. Marissa had never been so frightened in her life. 

			Someone grabbed her by the arm, squeezing tight as they unlocked her cuff from whatever she was attached to and ushered her along. She whimpered in protest and tugged away from the fingers that dug into her. She thought she heard a laugh in her ear over the music before that hand shoved her hard. She nearly toppled over but fell into another set of hands that caught her in their arms. These weren’t as rough and didn’t grip her as tightly. They held her up as she pulled her legs back under her, and one of the hands rubbed her arm where the other had aggressively gripped. She could feel his breath on her neck as his lips touched her ear, whispering something she couldn’t quite hear.

			She gasped, sat up with a start, and sighed, acknowledging she was safe in her room. Ellie was lying on top of her legs, her cold nose poking at her in concern. She rubbed Ellie’s ears, feeling her heartbeat slow to normal. Her chest heavily convulsed as tears fell down her cheeks. Pulling the dog in close, she hugged her tight—a solid reminder she was no longer in that place but inside her bedroom, in her home. Safe. 

			“Good girl,” she whispered, gripping Ellie’s fur. The shepherd leaned in close, burying her cold nose into her neck. 

			Leaning back, Marissa glanced over at her clock. It was nearly five. 

			“Come on. Let’s go downstairs.” 

			With a heavy sigh, she shifted as Ellie bounced off the bed and toward the door. Marissa swung her legs over the side and winced, aches traveling through her body from her heels as they hit the floor. 

			“It’s going to be a day,” she mumbled and forced herself to stand. 

			It was still dark outside, and she was sure the air outside was cold, but the old house was warm. It may have been old, but her mom had updated everything except for the walls. Marissa wandered into the bathroom; she could still hear Ellie bouncing in the hallway, excited to start her day. She did not share the dog’s enthusiasm. 

			She washed her hands and stared at the reflection that stared back at her. Her dark hair was a tangled mess, and dark circles were under her eyes. Marissa remembered when she took pride in how she looked, brushed her hair several times a day, and had a whole skincare routine. She had been a beauty queen when she was younger. It all seemed so pointless now. Her eyes drifted from her face down to her shoulder with the long, dark scar. Then they drifted to the scar that ran from the bottom of her collarbone across her chest. Her tank top covered most of it, but she knew the rest ran down her side and to her back. She was full of scars now. 

			She turned the light off and followed Ellie to the hallway, stopping at the top of the stairs. It was the same every morning: the stairs were always daunting. Her ankles locked up like they usually did, forcing her to take slow and precise steps. Once she reached the bottom, she headed to the kitchen and opened the back door, letting Ellie bound out into the dark yard. Sunrise was still a way off, but the sky was beginning to lighten. 

			She went to the cabinet above the sink and dug out her meds. Since her recovery from the events at the warehouse, Marissa had received a long list of diagnoses: fibromyalgia brought on by trauma, panic attacks, PTSD, and arthritis. Not to mention a rapid heart rate they couldn’t pin down, chronic migraines—so many meds. 

			Putting on her tea kettle, she set up her teacup and waited for the water to boil. It had taken some time, but Marissa had made her childhood home her own again. Her mom had signed the house over to her while she healed, which gave her full rein to do as she pleased with the place, taking the opportunity to downsize without selling. Port Townsend was not where Marissa thought she would be, especially after so many years in Seattle. She loved the city: the noise, the crowds, the food. The fact that almost everything was open until at least midnight. Not like this tourist town, which felt like it had a town-wide bedtime of 9 p.m. It was known as a charming, quaint town by the sea, and as far as she was concerned, it had lost its charm decades ago.

			Slowly but surely, the house was coming together. She sighed, grabbed her hoodie off the hook by her back door, and threw it over her head while letting Ellie back inside. Her mom had done all the hard stuff, remodeling the upstairs and downstairs to an open-concept floorplan and updating the plumbing and electricity. Marissa could see her front door, the living room, the dining room, and a study from the kitchen. Below the stairs was a full bathroom. 

			As the tea kettle screamed, she poured the water into the cup and watched the steam rise. This was not where Marissa expected to be at thirty-six. Growing up, all she wanted was to get the hell out of this town. She would be married to her high school sweetheart with kids, living in a big city, and making detective. The funny part was, Marissa had married her high school sweetheart. Twice. They’d also had two divorces. She had been living in a big city, owning not one but two properties in Seattle. She had made detective, reaching incredible heights as one of the youngest promoted in her unit. And now, she was back in her childhood home, divorced and alone, still a detective but benched for the unseen future. It felt like a punishment. 

			Of course, some of it was her doing. She had pushed Jared away and moved back home. Her nightmare wasn’t only when she slept. Her precinct had done all but call her a liar during her recovery when she told them there was more than one assailant. She couldn’t see, so it was simply her word. She had undergone so much; she couldn’t have been sure. That was what her unit had said because it didn’t fit into the profile the SPD had given. People she had trusted with her life didn’t have her back.

			She paused for a moment before retrieving the hidden key from her hutch and carefully climbing onto her counter. Despite telling herself she wouldn’t, most mornings she would pull down the box. She winced, pain stretching through her leg as she reached the top of her cabinets to recover a lockbox. Once it was on the counter, she paused as her feet hit the ground. She hoped that one day, something new would stand out. Some tangible clue she could hold in her hands. Ellie came right alongside her and whined, sensing her discomfort. Marissa stretched a hand down, scratching her ear as she unlocked the box and let the photographs pour out onto the countertop. There were candid shots of her going about her day, walking down the street, leaving the bakery, checking her mail. A good stack of them was just Jared. Sometimes they would arrive weekly, and sometimes she would go a few weeks without receiving anything. Or maybe it was just a good reminder of why this was her life now. Why she had chosen to be here, alone. A reminder that her life was in danger. 

			Local cops and SPD, while agreeing she was a victim of a stalker, wouldn’t connect it to that case because before the warehouse, Marissa hadn’t received any photos. She had been given police protection across the street, but she knew no one had taken her seriously. In the eyes of the law, she hadn’t been threatened and couldn’t identify anyone. She only had pictures that appeared on her doorstep or in her mailbox. She kept them safely locked away, spending most of her days trying hard to forget them. But too often, she found herself thumbing through them. It had become an almost daily ritual. 

			Once she was satisfied the tea had steeped long enough, she returned the photos to the box and put everything back in its place. Her former partner, Tom, would tell her dwelling over the same pieces of evidence wouldn’t get her anywhere. He had always given her advice like that. He had been so much like the older brother she’d never had, having been the oldest of three sisters. Taking her mug with both hands, she headed out to the backyard, not bothering to turn the light on. She stretched out on her swinging bench and scrolled through her socials. Occasionally, she found her eyes wandering over the backyard, watching for anything or anyone out of place. She knew there was always an officer across the street, watching over her and her home, but they hadn’t proven very helpful yet. They hadn’t managed to see who or how things were being left on her doorstep.

			The early morning air was chilly and quiet. The only noises she could hear were Ellie’s panting as she plopped herself down next to Marissa and the occasional breeze blowing by. She glanced at the clock on her phone. Barely any time had passed. Putting her feet up, she finished her tea, put the empty cup down on the side table, and looked out into her dark yard. She needed to rest, but she knew sleep would keep eluding her. She didn’t want to sleep anymore; the nightmares had worsened. 

			If she had stopped to think about it, she would have realized why. All that mattered was every time she closed her eyes, she was back there again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			[image: ]

			Marissa leaned back into the couch and sighed heavily. She had almost canceled today’s session but canceling was becoming a habit. And if Marissa wanted to go back to work, she had to make these appointments. Ellie was on the floor, below her feet, already twitching as she napped.

			“So, how are you feeling today?” 

			The sound of a woman’s soft voice broke through her thoughts. Dr. Seaver sat in a large leather armchair across from her, her legs crossed neatly, a pen in her hand, and her notebook on her lap. Her blonde hair was pulled back tightly, her mouth in a stiff smile. 

			Marissa adjusted again, maybe the fourth time since sitting down, curling her legs beneath her, and offered a slight shrug. “Fine?” 

			“Are you asking me if you feel fine?” Dr. Seaver stared at her expectantly, seeming wary of Marissa’s attitude. When Marissa didn’t respond, she continued. “Today marks the second anniversary, right?” Her tone shifted, becoming softer and gentle. And the glare she had been giving a moment earlier had also softened. No matter how much Marissa hated her, there was a reason she was considered good at her job. 

			“Two years yesterday,” she answered, letting her eyes fall back on the window. Putting the words into the space between them made her feel naked and vulnerable. 

			“When we first started meeting a year ago, you told me that you wouldn’t forgive yourself for what happened. Your words. You wouldn’t forgive yourself.”

			There wasn’t an obvious question, but she paused, waiting for Marissa to answer. Uncomfortably, she nodded. “That’s right.” 

			“Do you still feel like the blame should rest solely on you?”

			Marissa just stared, blinking at the other woman. 

			“When you say, ‘I will never forgive myself,’ this implies that there is something to forgive. That you were somehow to blame for what happened.” 

			So much for just sailing through this session as she had planned. 

			“Do you still feel that way?” she asked matter-of-factly, pen in hand, ready to take note while Marissa sat and stared dumbfounded. 

			“I—” Somehow, Marissa hadn’t considered it this way before. Her mouth opened and closed several times before the doctor verbally prodded her again. 

			“Do you feel like what happened was your fault?”

			Grateful for the forwardness of the question despite the discomfort rising in her stomach, she silently nodded. She could feel the wetness of tears and her face burning.

			“Why?” Her voice was even softer than it had been a minute ago. 

			“It was my lead—” 

			“That you discussed with your partner, Tom Disher.” 

			“Yes—” 

			“And he agreed with you that it was a solid lead?” 

			Marissa just nodded her head. 

			“And who made the call for backup?” 

			“I did.” 

			“And who didn’t wait.” 

			“Well—” 

			“No, Marissa. Who went in instead of waiting for backup?” 

			“Tom did.” She dropped her eyes back to the floor. 

			Tom had argued, saying that by the time backup arrived, they would be long gone. He went into the warehouse, and Marissa waited fewer than five minutes before running after him. It had been too late. She entered the warehouse just in time to watch the gunfire and see him fall to the ground, lifeless. And then someone had struck her from behind, and everything went black. 

			“The point here, Marissa, is you are blaming yourself for something you had no control over. You ran in after your partner because he was in danger. You called for backup; you wanted to wait. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She passed over a box of tissues that Marissa accepted. “You need to give yourself some grace. Stop blaming yourself.” 

			The hour-long session felt like an eternity. As Marissa tried to regain some semblance of composure, Dr. Seaver offered her a new box of tissues. Ellie wasn’t pleased with Marissa’s discomfort either, now on the couch with her head resting on Marissa’s shaking leg.

			“We’ve been meeting for nearly a year, and this is the first time you’ve been honest with me. I know it hasn’t been easy. You have kept so much on the inside, and you are letting it swallow you from the inside. I’m here to listen. I’m not here to be your friend; I’m not here to put judgment on you. I’m here to give you the support you need to pick yourself back up.” She smoothed out her white knee-length skirt and gave a small smile. “Be kind to yourself this week, and I will see you next Friday.” 
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			Marissa would have continued talking around everything if it had been up to her, but the doctor earned her paycheck. She hadn’t planned on even acknowledging what this week was. Be kind to yourself was such a loaded statement. 

			Marissa shoved her hands into her pockets and looked down the street. Ellie walked alongside her, shaking her service dog vest back into place after lying down for so long. It was a quiet, cold day with gray skies and the roads were bare. It was pretty typical for a September day. The tourist town was slow during the later months of the year. 

			Patting her side, Marissa called Ellie to her and headed down the street, deciding the smell of fresh baked goods was just what she needed.

			 As she opened the door, the chime went off over her head, and her sister waved happily from behind the counter, finishing up with the customer at the register. The smell of pastries and baked goods filled her nose. Seeing her sister had quite the line, she walked over to an empty booth by the window, motioning for Ellie to lie down beneath the table. 

			For Goodness Bakes had been their mom’s shop. And from the very beginning, their mother had let Mel work her way up, so by the time she was in high school, she was running the place. And when Melanie was pregnant with Bridget, their mother had signed the whole bakery over to her. Her little sister had quite the gift for cooking and baking. She was absolute magic in the kitchen, especially when it came to baking. It was a gene that Marissa did not share. She was a general disaster in the kitchen. 

			“Aunt Rissa!” An auburn-haired girl ran over and threw her arms over Marissa. 

			“Bree!” She gave her niece a big hug. “Oh, this is what I needed! How did you know?” The little girl giggled, and Marissa couldn’t help but smile. “And how is the birthday girl today?”

			“Amazing. I’m eleven now, you know.” She giggled again and glanced under the table. “Can I take Ellie for a walk?” 

			Marissa grinned and glanced over at Mel. “As long as it’s okay with your mother, it’s fine with me.” 

			Moments later, Brianna came over to gather up Ellie and take her for a walk. 

			“Remember, take her vest off. She isn’t working when you walk her.” 

			Bree looked so much like Melanie when she was her age. Growing up, Marissa had always assumed that she would be the first to get married and have kids. Melanie had been married for twelve years now, with four kids. And what was crazier, Melanie had married Marissa’s ex-husband’s brother. Back when they were kids, Brian and Mel couldn’t stand each other. Of course, when they were kids, Marissa and Jared were inseparable. Now he wouldn’t even take her calls. But again, it was of her own doing. 

			“You are making it so I have to buy my kid a dog, you know.” Melanie sat down across from Marissa, sliding her a plate of cookies. “You look like you need some cookies,” she added with a grin. 

			Marissa raised an eyebrow before taking a warm cookie off the plate. “Well, every kid should have a dog.” She paused. “And today is even her birthday!” 

			“Yeah, maybe for Christmas,” Melanie said with a sly smile before furrowing her brow. “What’s wrong?” 

			Marissa sighed and took another bite of the cookie. The cookie tasted like magic and smelled even better. “Nothing.” 

			Mel just continued to stare. 

			“I just came from Dr. Seaver’s office.” 

			Melanie’s frown deepened. “I still don’t understand how this is ethical.” 

			She wasn’t wrong. It was bad enough that she already had to see a psychiatrist once or twice a week. Still, Marissa wasn’t allowed to carry her badge or gun without the sessions. That was frustrating. But then there was the fact that the only psychiatrist in a twenty-five-mile radius was Laura Seaver. Laura Seaver was three years older than Marissa, and while they were never friends or enemies, they had run in the same circles. She dated Allison, one of Marissa’s best friends in high school. A fundamental problem with small towns. 

			Mel took one of the cookies off the plate and took a bite. “You okay?”

			Marissa just shrugged. “Always.” She gave her sister a wry smile. Marissa loved Melanie so much that she wouldn’t share any of the grim or awful details of the things she went through. Without even giving it a thought, she always worked hard to give her sister a brave face, whether she believed it or not. 

			Melanie raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 

			“Sessions with her are just draining,” Marissa added. 

			That seemed reasonable enough, as Melanie took another cookie. “You’re coming to Bree’s birthday party tonight, right?” 

			“I wouldn’t miss it for the world!” 

			Even though Marissa never missed a single important milestone, Melanie looked uncertain. 

			“Why?” 

			“Well, you know Jared will be there.” 

			Marissa held back a sigh and had to work to keep her face neutral. “Of course,” she said before taking a bite of her cookie, trying to hide any signs of her feelings. 

			“I guess he’s bringing his new girlfriend,” Melanie said slowly, watching Marissa closely. 

			“That’s cool.” Marissa had to force the words out. For Melanie, Marissa put on all the works: They were just in different places. They tried to make it work for so long, but she needed to focus on herself. It was all a load of shit. So, she pretended not to care, or at least to care less. Even though just hearing his name made her heart sink. 

			Melanie made a face. She didn’t necessarily buy Marissa’s excuses, but she also didn’t pry. “That’s not going to be a problem, right?” 

			“Of course not. I’m happy for him.” Marissa had done all but told him she didn’t love him anymore; of course, he would move on. It had been six months. 

			That seemed good enough for Mel. “Good. I’m super excited—we’re doing cupcakes instead of a cake, per her request, and the theme is mermaids…”

			Marissa zoned out. She didn’t mean to, and she continued to nod and respond, but her heart wasn’t in it. Her mind wandered to her ex-husband, whom she hadn’t seen since she told him she wouldn’t be going back to Seattle with him. 

			After her recovery and physical therapy, Marissa came back home to finish healing. And for a year, Jared would come down and spend weekends with her. A whole year. Fuck, she missed him. She missed his voice. He had been her best friend since the second grade. Now he wouldn’t even take her phone calls, wouldn’t respond to texts. Not that she could blame him. From his point of view, she had been a selfish bitch. She made him put his life on hold for over a year for nothing. 

			“So we’ll see you tonight around six?” Melanie’s voice broke back through her thoughts. 

			Forcing a smile, she nodded. “Absolutely.” 

			The timing was perfect, as Bree ran back through the door with a happy Ellie right on her heels. 

			“Good timing, kid. I’ve got to go.” She stood, slipping Ellie’s vest back on, and gave her niece a big hug, lifting the girl off the ground. “I’ll see you tonight.” Turning to Melanie, she gave her a quick hug and kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for the cookie, sis. I’ll see you later.” 

			Marissa took a big, deep breath as she hurried across the street and looked out on the water. For Goodness Bakes was right on Main Street, across from the dock: only two blocks away from her therapist’s and only a ten-minute walk from her quiet neighborhood. But Marissa wasn’t ready to go home yet. As though on cue, her phone buzzed in her pocket. It was her mother. She wasn’t in the mood for a chat with her mom either. Her calls had become more frequent lately, always wanting to know how she was doing, what she was doing. She couldn’t help but vocalize her concern, and since she had given her the house, Marissa felt obligated to answer. But not right now. She would likely see her tonight at the party anyway. 

			“Let’s go for a run, baby.” She looked at Ellie, who offered a toothy grin back happily at her. It was her new go-to when she could stomach it. Despite the chronic pain that plagued her, Marissa was in incredible physical shape, at least from an outsider’s eye. She would run until she could run no more. Her doctor had advised against such behavior—she was thinner than she should have been—but if she could push through the pain, running always left her feeling in some kind of control. And her abs looked phenomenal. 

			Marissa started at an easy jog, clenching her jaw as her heels hit the ground with every step. I just need to push through. This will pass; I am safe, she told herself. It was always her go-to when she had to force herself to keep going. She repeated it to herself as she made her way from downtown to uptown and along the path to Fort Worden State Park. 

			As she left the buildings and people behind and made her way into the state park, Marissa went from a jog to a full run, and she didn’t stop until she made it to the Point Wilson Lighthouse. She nearly collapsed against the old building, looking down the steep incline. She stood and breathed heavily, her chest wheezing. Ellie was also feeling it as she lay down beside Marissa’s feet, head up and alert but panting. 

			“Sorry, girl.” She rubbed the dog’s head. She huffed before sliding to sit down beside the dog, pulling her knees up and wrapping her arms around them, just watching the waves. It was windy and cold, and the water was choppy. She could taste the salt in the air. This was one of the few things about Port Townsend that she did love: the smell of the sea always in the air. It made up for its cliche small town vibe that the little town fully embraced. 

			 Looking up at the sky, she sighed. It looked like rain was incoming. She pulled her phone from her pocket and stared at it for a long moment, studying the wallpaper. It was a much happier time; a trip Marissa and Jared had taken to the mountain. A selfie in the snow. She kept meaning to change it but couldn’t bring herself to do it. Opening her contacts, she called the first person on her list. 

			“Hey, Rissa. What’s up?” The voice on the other end of the line was unsurprisingly cheerful. 

			“Hey, Allie. I know you have to work soon, but do you think you could come to grab Ellie and me?” 

			There was a pause. “Where are you at?” 

			“We’re at the lighthouse. We went for a run and ended up much farther than I planned.” 

			Now there was a sigh. Marissa could picture her friend’s disappointed look now. “Yeah, give me fifteen minutes. I’ll be right there.” 

			After she hung up, Marissa looked at the clock. She’d left Mel’s nearly an hour ago. Leaning her head back against the old wall, Marissa sighed, glancing down at her phone again. She scrolled through her contacts and stopped at Lydia Disher’s number. She had been meaning to call for weeks now. She wanted so badly to check in on Lydia and Evelyn, but whenever she heard Evelyn’s laugh or saw Lydia’s face, all the guilt came rushing back. Backing out of her contacts, she went to her voicemail and stared at the only saved message in her inbox. The message was just over two years old, but Marissa hadn’t been able to bring herself to listen to it still. She couldn’t bring herself to hear Tom’s voice. Closing her phone, she wiped her eyes and looked out into the water, wishing she could think of anything else. 

			Marissa was still lost in her thoughts when Allison tapped her on the shoulder, causing her to jump. “Hey, lady.” 

			“Hey,” Marissa said softly, taking a deep breath, smiling at her dark-haired friend, having to shield her eyes from the sun.

			“You need some help?” Allison offered her hand out, and Marissa accepted. “Did you seriously run from your house?” 

			“From the bakery.” 

			“Jesus.” Allison looked like she was about to give her a lecture but held back. Marissa was grateful. “The car is right over here.” 

			Marissa clenched her jaw as she walked. She had pushed herself too far, and they both knew it. So, they took the five-minute drive in silence. Marissa was sure Allie was trying to think of what to say. But she kept her lips set until she pulled up behind Marissa’s Cooper. 

			“Listen. You need to try and take it easy. We both know that was way too much. I don’t know what is going on right now, but you need to take better care of yourself.” Marissa sighed heavily. “And that’s all I’m gonna say on the matter.” 

			Marissa opened the door and let Ellie jump over her and run to the front door of the house. She turned her head back to look at Allie before stepping out of the car. “I appreciate it.” 

			“You know I’m here for you, always, my love.” She flashed her big smile. “I’ll be working at the bar tonight if you need me.” 

			“Thanks, Allie. I’ll call you later.” 

			Marissa watched as Allison pulled out of the driveway and headed out of the neighborhood. When she was out of sight, she sighed heavily and turned toward her front porch. As Marissa walked up the four steps, she scanned the porch floor, furrowing her brow. But as she reached the door, she breathed a sigh of relief that the porch was empty. She looked down both ends once more before unlocking the door and heading in. 

			“Medicine and a nap.” Marissa nodded, responding to herself. 

			She had a few hours to try and take it easy, and then she could take a shower and get herself to Mel and Brian’s. Marissa walked straight to the kitchen to the medicine cabinet. She thumbed through her pain pills, looking for something that would be effective. She was going to have to refill her meds soon. Eventually, she found the one she was looking for and popped two oxys. 

			“Fuck,” Marissa grumbled, the ache rushing through her body. She made her way to the couch and all but collapsed. She had planned only to rest her eyes, but the exhaustion washed over her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
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			Marissa woke with a start, feeling Ellie’s cold nose pushing her arm. “What, baby?” she asked before realizing her phone was ringing. She nearly fell off the couch, trying to grab her phone from the coffee table. It was Mel. “Fuck, what time is it?” The call dropped and showed two missed calls from Melanie. The time in the top corner read 7:21. 

			“Fuck!” Marissa snapped and jumped up, immediately regretting the fast movement. She felt her heart beating hard against her chest as she wobbled in place for a moment. So much for that shower she had planned on. She started stripping off her clothes as she made her way up the stairs to look for something she hadn’t run four miles in. Less than ten minutes later, Marissa was hurrying back down the stairs after changing her clothes and washing her face. It was really all she had time for. 

			“Come on, Ellie, we’ve got to go.” She slipped the dog’s vest on and darted out the door, locking it behind her. 

			Thankfully, Brian and Mel only lived two blocks away, although it was uphill. The cool night air helped invigorate her, making the brisk walk in only a few moments. Her phone was ringing again as she walked into their open yard, kids running all over the place. She spotted Melanie instantly, tapping one foot with her hip out, looking just like their mother at that moment, the annoyance painted across her face. 

			Shoving her hands into her jacket pockets and putting on a sheepish expression, she walked up to her sister and sighed. “Sorry, Mel.” 

			“Don’t say sorry to me.” She stared at Marissa for a moment before her expression softened. “It’s fine. You haven’t missed much. We’re getting ready to grab the cake. I think we have a few straggler kids coming in.” 

			Marissa nodded and turned to look at her niece’s birthday turnout. An insane number of children of varying young ages ran all over the place, screaming and taking part in a massive game of tag. Parents were spread out. Brian was chatting with other dads nearby, beer in hand. They really had a grip on the whole idyllic life. 

			“Aunt Rissa!” Suddenly, all of her nieces appeared, taking turns to give her the biggest hugs. 

			“My favorite girls!” She knelt down, admiring all of their dresses as Bethany, who was only four, jumped into her arms. 

			“Come on! Andy’s it!” a dark-haired girl announced to the sisters as she ran by. The three older girls ran off to join the game without hesitation. 

			Bethany held on to Marissa, giving her a kiss on her cheek. “I missed you more!” 

			Marissa couldn’t stop the smile. “No, I missed you more!” She held on tight to the four-year-old as she stood back up, genuinely smiling. 

			And then, as though on cue, Marissa saw them coming up the hill before she heard Melanie muttering under her breath, “Look who else decided to show up.” 

			A big grin stretched across Jared’s face as he headed toward them. The sight of him still took her breath away and, in turn, annoyed the fuck out of her. He stood tall, wrapped in a black leather jacket and a pair of jeans, baseball cap backward on his head. He was laughing, arm locked with a petite blonde thing beside him. She wore a dark jacket with a bright pink top low enough to show off her enormous bust, which complemented her tiny waist and super-tight jeans, with a pair of sneakers. She was laughing along with him, her perfect cheeks flushed. Her hair was thrown up, probably meant to be some kind of messy bun, but it sat on top of her head perfectly. Marissa turned to the table behind her and surveyed the food, fighting the lump growing in her throat. 

			“Hey, Mel.” Jared kissed Melanie on the cheek before stepping back to introduce his date. “Melanie, this is Kirstie. Kirstie, this is my amazing sister-in-law.” He paused, causing Marissa to turn. 

			When Bethany saw him, she squealed and threw her arms wide open. “Uncle Jared!” 

			“Is that my favorite Bethany?” He beamed at the little girl. 

			Marissa put her down so Bethany could run up to him and took a slow breath through her nose. 

			“And this is Mel’s sister, Marissa.” 

			Marissa blinked as Kirstie extended her hand. Marissa shook it, but she barely processed anything the blonde said. Her eyes drifted up to Jared, who only looked back for a second with his cold, green eyes before turning his attention to Brian, who had walked up at some point. Marissa hadn’t even noticed. She felt as though she had been slapped across the face. 

			“Excuse me.” She took Brian’s entrance as her escape to head inside. She barely even noticed Ellie shoving her nose into Marissa’s leg; the dog alerted to her raised heart rate. She darted to the bathroom and locked the door behind her. Marissa stared at her reflection for a long minute, blinking. They had spent nearly every day of their teens together and their twenties married to one another, and now she was just “Mel’s sister?” A physical pain twinged through her. 

			[image: ]

			The next hour felt like forever. Marissa smiled and sat through the presents and the birthday cupcakes, although she didn’t partake in the food. She was grateful their mom wasn’t in town; otherwise, she would have been all over Marissa with the lectures and comments about how skinny she was. But Marissa wasted no time in her exit after giving her niece a big hug and promising a slumber party very soon. She gave her sister a quick hug, gave Brian a look she was sure he would mostly understand, and just left. 

			When she was halfway down the block, she looked back. Brian and Melanie’s house usually seemed pretty big, but in the evening, with their backyard lit up and dozens of children running all over the property, it seemed enormous. Glancing back the other way, she looked toward her own house and sighed heavily. She could go home . . . or not. It didn’t matter, so long as she had gotten out of there. So, wrapping her arms around her, she started walking, Ellie trotting alongside her. 

			Glancing around and behind her, Marissa could hear Tom’s voice in her head, scolding her for not being careful. Because she knew this wasn’t being careful. Pushing the thoughts of her partner aside, she took in her surroundings as she walked, slowing her pace. She had ended up down at the bottom of the hill, in the direction of the Mansera Hotel. She checked the time on her phone and let out a huff. It was better than being by herself. Allison was working tonight, so the drinks would be good. 

			Shoving her phone into her back pocket, she made her way to the restaurant entrance that would take her straight to the bar, Ellie keeping pace beside her. It was, of course, packed. It was a Friday night. People were hanging out along the sidewalk just outside, chilling in the parking lot, waiting for seating. When she opened the doors, she was hit first by the noise. Giving a tight smile to everyone, she pushed through, no one really paying her much mind. She grinned as Allison darted by with drinks in her hands. Allison grinned back at her friend with bright eyes before sweet-talking the table where she’d dropped the glasses off. Her dark hair was pulled up into a messy bun on top of her head, and she had just the faintest hint of makeup on her face, making her big blue eyes pop. Allie wore a red crop top that Marissa was not a hundred percent sure was hers, with a denim skirt and black knee-high combat boots. And she was busy working those good looks, stuffing tips into her bra as she made her way back.

			Allison was one of Marissa’s oldest friends. When they were in elementary school, they lived across the street from each other. And not much changed once Allie moved across town. They still talked every single day, often getting in trouble and grounded together. Their first school dance, rather than getting dates, they just went together. They had been through all the times together, good and bad. Marissa was there for Allie when she came out to her parents as bisexual, and Allie was there for Marissa for each breakup and divorce. 

			Allie motioned over to the bar while she scurried to the backroom, probably to grab food. Looking around, Marissa didn’t see the usual staff, Lee or Rachel, out on the floor, which seemed unusual considering how crowded it was. At the bar, she stood close to the backroom, trying to stay out of the way while she patiently waited for Allie to have a minute.

			“Here, Miss,” She heard a gentle voice in her ear and felt a soft tap on the shoulder. 

			Turning, she saw a charming man smiling at her. He gestured to the bar chair he had pulled out for her. 

			“Oh . . .” Marissa blinked, surprised. The first thing she noticed was his striking blue eyes. He had sandy-colored hair and slightly darker, short facial hair. “Thank you,” Marissa said slowly, sitting down in the offered seat. Ellie moved behind the bar and laid down on the dog bed Allie had set up for her, seemingly feeling she was no longer needed.

			“May I buy you a drink?” The handsome man stood off to the side, still smiling, offering her his full attention. 

			 Marissa considered him for a moment and flashed him a smile. “Thank you so much.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. A moment later, Allie returned with Rachel, Lee, and a girl she’d never seen in tow. Allie grinned at her and disappeared again with the new girl, leaving Lee to take her order. 

			Once their orders were in, Marissa extended her hand to the man in front of her. “I’m Marissa.” 

			“It is a pleasure to meet you, Marissa. I’m Jack.” His southern accent rose above all the background noise. 

			Moments later, Allie slid alongside Marissa, giving Marissa her drink.

			“I believe this is for you.” Allie gave her a subtle smile before turning her attention to Jack. “The friend you came in with might be getting sick in the parking lot. There’s a free drink in it for you if you can get him back to his hotel room. He’s scaring away customers.” 

			“Of course, ma’am.” He nodded his head and flashed Marissa another smile. “I hope to see you when I get back.” 

			She nodded her head, giving him a small smile. “We’ll see.” She picked up her glass and took a sip, nibbling on the straw. “Thank you for the drink.” 

			“I’ll buy you another one when I come back.” He promised before heading off into the crowd. 

			Once he had turned the corner to head out the door, Marissa turned to Allison, who was grinning from ear to ear. 

			“Well, he was cute.” Allie gave her a playful look. 

			Marissa adjusted in her seat and pulled her phone from her back pocket to fully sit in her chair, offering nothing more than a shrug.

			“Oh, come on. That accent? Those eyes.” Allie gave her that look. “And he did not see anyone else once you walked into the room.” 

			“Now you’re just making shit up.” She slurped down her favorite drink, wasting no time emptying the glass. 

			“Having a night, are we?” Allison watched Marissa before sliding the now empty glass to Lee, who had taken cover behind the bar. “Another Dirty Julius. And start her a tab.” 

			Lee nodded, staring at them blankly for a second before looking at the glass. “What’s in that again?”

			Allison’s impatience was written all over her face. “Orange juice, rum, vanilla, and sugar. Orange slice. It’s literally the same drink she always orders.”

			“I’m sorry, Allie. This is why I’d rather stick to food,” he grumbled while making the drink. 

			Marissa bit her lip to keep from laughing while Allison watched him with serious detail. Once he passed over the drink, Allison waved him off. “Go. Take orders. Tell Rachel it’s time to get Emma behind the bar.” 

			Grabbing Marissa’s hand, she dragged her over to a new empty table.

			“So talk to me before the cute boy comes back. You’ve got that ‘Fuck my life’ look.” 

			Marissa frowned, playing with her straw with a huff. There wasn’t any point in trying to lie; she would just know. 

			“Jared showed up to Bree’s birthday party with his new girlfriend. To introduce to the whole family.” She stabbed the orange slice with some aggression. “He introduced me as ‘Mel’s big sister.’ And that was the only time he spoke to me. And it wasn’t so much to me as it was towards me.” 

			Allison gave her a sympathetic look and motioned at Rachel to bring her own drink. She continued to stare, waiting for Marissa to go on. She made sure to suck down most of her glass before meeting Allie’s gaze. The second drink was
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