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		Author's Note and Trigger Warning

								

	
				This one’s a little different. For a start, I have to tell you that Sam and Ty don’t get a night of steamy goodtimes the way you might expect from my books. If you can figure out how they could sneak away from the children they’re sharing bedrooms with on a three-day road trip, you’re a better plotter than I am. Trust me, they have plenty of roaring sex once they get their own room.
 Now for the tricky part. This book concerns domestic violence, but not in the way you’re thinking. A few years ago, within the space of a week, I heard a radio show about men who had been physically abused by their wives, and separately I talked to a woman whose fiancé had experienced the same thing with his ex. When the world shows me stories, I have to write them.
 Abuse within relationships is so horribly prevalent in our world. The vast majority of the victims are women. But women get told they’re overreacting or that they should get over it or that they’re lying. Or that it’s “not that bad.” Or worst of all, that they should just put up with it. Women have died because of this, and that infuriates me. Of course, abuse doesn’t have to be physical to be debilitating; words can also very effectively destroy someone’s life.
 So since the general narrative dismisses the woman’s experience, I thought, what if a man talks about his experience? What kind of man “allows” this to happen? Why does he stay? Thus, Ty’s story was born. He’s a man suffering from years of gaslighting by his ex, to the point that he doesn’t think Julia’s abuse was “that bad.” This story includes incidents of verbal and physical violence she inflicted on Ty, and his children are sometimes witnesses.
 I wrote this story partly to give Sam her perfect foil—a man who needs her to save him, but who can save her in turn—and partly to shine a light on spousal abuse and the harmful lies we tell ourselves so we can go about our day.
 If you need help or if you’d like to help victims of domestic violence, you can reach out to your local shelter or to the National Domestic Violence Hotline at https://www.thehotline.org/.
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		Chapter 1

								

	
				That was it. Sam was getting the hell away from this house, its people, and all its memories.
 “Come on, Cairo,” she said. Her German shepherd leaped up from his spot under the kitchen table to meet her in the front hall.
 “Samantha!” her older sister yelled from behind her. “Get back here! You can’t walk away every—”
 “Don’t call me Samantha!” she yelled back, clipping on Cairo’s leash. She should never have come back. Coming back only turned her back into an angry, childish seventeen-year-old who hated her name. Instead of an independent thirty-five-year-old with her own career and her own home and a state on the other side of the country that she missed like crazy.
 “Sam!” her younger sister, Megan, called. “It’s raining!”
 “I won’t melt!”
 Sam slammed the ancient oak front door of her family home and took the steps down from the porch in one leap, Cairo happily jumping alongside her. The old house seemed to groan in protest. Yeah, yeah. She’d upset the status quo. Again. When Cat called her “Samantha,” she was really in trouble.
 She took long strides away from the house, down the street she’d grown up on, the trees that had been venerable thirty years ago now creaking with old age and the weight of rain on their summer leaves. The town was late in cutting back the overhanging branches. She let them hit her in the face, punishing herself for her moment of weakness.
 “I tell ya, Cai,” she grumbled aloud, “I shouldn’t have come back at all. Not even for Thea’s wedding. Not even to meet Kane’s babies.” They weren’t babies anymore; the oldest was four. She winced.
 Cairo matched his long legs to her strides and looked up at her, his brown face grinning happily at the walk. Sam took another tree branch to the face as she looked down at him. She didn’t want him to cheer her up. She didn’t want to see how thrilled he was with the new smells and new people he’d met.
 “I guess you wouldn’t have gotten your road trip though, huh, buddy?” she conceded, reaching down to scratch between his ears. He’d loved the three-day drive so much, sniffing the air through the crack in the window, visiting national parks, and sleeping on her bed at pet-friendly hotels. Had it been worth it just for that?
 No. “Not for nothing. Shoulda packed up the car and gone back home right after the wedding.”
 Her feet took her down a couple of side streets and through a short back alley to the public footpath in the woods. The slick mud oozing into her sandals soothed her. She knelt down and smeared some on her hands, too. There. That was more like the Sam she knew.
 Had her love for exploration started here? The family home’s backyard was like many in this cookie-cutter suburb of Boston: small, dominated by the house, a detached garage and a long driveway for the many cars that had come and gone through the years. So she and her four siblings—Catriona, the oldest, the mother hen; Kane, the only boy, handsome and carefree until their father had died; Thea, studious and quiet, laughing at Sam’s jokes; and Megan, the baby, running to keep up—had often come to this trail, racing each other through the trees to the stream that ran through the middle of the woods and reflected the seasons.
 Sam knew every curve, every eddy, every inch of that stream. She’d learned about erosion from watching it curl around a tree root until the root became exposed and the tree fell across the water. She’d crawled in and out of the old farmer’s cottage that had fallen to ruin in the middle of a thicket of brambles, not caring about the scratches when she found an old wooden bucket and rusty ladle. She’d learned about foundations and strata and decomposition alongside how to navigate her sisters’ moods and weaknesses. And which of her brother’s friends were worth getting to know.
 Well, that had been years ago, when their lives were simple. Before they’d lost their father and then their mother and Sam had lost all faith in men being there when they were needed.
 She sat down on one of the slick rocks near the tiny waterfall the town had aggrandized with its own name, and stuck her feet, sandals and all, into the rush of water. When she let Cairo’s leash out to its farthest extent, he hopped down to sip from the cool current.
 Lifting her heavy hair from the nape of her neck, she raised her face to the rain coming through the trees and tried to blank out her mind.
 But Cairo gave his warning bark, and then she heard the voices.
 “It’s raining. Can we go back now?”
 “No. We just got here.”
 “Ugh. Dad, this is so lame.”
 “No, it isn’t. This is family. This is what we do.”
 “Lame family.”
 “Well, it’s all you got, so suck it up and look at the falls.”
 Sam opened her eyes. Two children with faces as uninspired as the weather had appeared on the other side of the narrow stream. Sam had three sixteen-year-old nephews, and the boy looked about their age, though he wore a hoodie that covered half his face. The girl might have been younger; she was in flip-flops, which couldn’t have been useful on the rocky path down to the water.
 Behind them, their father had a scowl on his face that he quickly rearranged when he saw her. From where she was sitting, he looked tall, taller than her own five foot eleven. The calves she could see below his Bermudas were strong. He either ran or rode a bike on a regular basis.
 He looked familiar. The rainy shadows slanting through the trees across his face reminded her of something.
 She squinted across the stream. The bike. The blond. “Tyler?”
 He took off his sunglasses. The long, thin face of the teenager she’d known had become chiseled cheekbones and a strong jawline, but his ocean-blue eyes were the same.
 He didn’t recognize her. Not surprising. After years spent outside, she was permanently tan, and her sleek, dark hair had lightened and coarsened in the sun. “It’s Sam Fielding,” she said awkwardly. “From… school.”
 His eyes widened at first, but then they narrowed, his lips thinned, and he said, “Oh. Sam,” and it sounded as if her name hurt him to say.
 Unsurprising, really, given the last time she’d been near him.
 Her half smile faltered and died. His kids stopped their desultory exploration of the falls and stared at them. “You know each other?” the boy asked.
 “Yep,” Tyler said, biting off the word.
 From the way their eyes narrowed at her, the kids could sense he wasn’t happy. “Uh…” Sam said. “How are you?”
 He shot a glance at his kids. Thank God he wasn’t about to follow up that scowl with a trip down memory lane. “Fine,” he said. Then, after a pause, he added, “Did you move back to town?”
 “God, no,” she said before she could stop herself. “I mean… no. I live in New Mexico.”
 The girl’s eyes widened just as her father’s had. “Cool,” she said, then she looked at Tyler. “Like Uncle Noah?”
 Sam recalled a kid who’d hung out with Tyler in high school, with the same emo fashion sense, the same reputation for being a great artist but otherwise not worth her time. “You’re still friends with Noah Tran?”
 He looked away, then back. “Yep.”
 “Do you live in Taos?” the girl went on. “That’s where Noah lives.”
 Sam couldn’t be as reticent as Tyler, not in front of this girl’s enthusiasm. “I’m in Albuquerque, but right now I live near the Zuni Pueblo. Do you know what that is?”
 “Where the Native Americans lived?”
 “Uh-huh.” Ignoring the dislike Ty was quite understandably radiating at her, she went on. “Many of them still live there. My company helps them save the ancient sites they were driven out of. Find artifacts, that kind of thing.”
 “So are you an archaeologist or an anthropologist?” the girl asked, obviously knowing her stuff.
 “Both. My doctorate was in archaeology, my bachelor’s in anthropology.”
 “You have a PhD?” Tyler interrupted.
 “Yeah.” Sam couldn’t help herself. She lifted her chin. “Surprised?”
 “No. Just…”
 “I want to be a psychologist,” the girl interrupted. “Or a psychiatrist. I haven’t decided.”
 “You don’t have to decide yet,” Sam assured her. “That’s what college is for.”
 The girl wore her hair in a fat braid down her back, and now that Sam focused on her, she saw a thick purple stripe on one side of her hair. Sam smiled at her. “Cool hair.”
 The girl beamed. “Can I pet your dog?” she asked.
 “Sure. Do you know how to approach him?”
 “Of course.” The girl walked into the stream. Her father opened his mouth, but she said, “I’m fine, Dad,” before he could speak, and continued to pick her way through the shallow water toward Sam.
 Sam had given Cairo the “stay” hand command, and now she aimed a radiating welcome at the girl so Cairo would know she was safe. “Cai, say hello.”
 The girl held out the back of her hand in a fist and let Cairo come the last few inches to sniff her. Cai did so, then looked at Sam. “Okay,” Sam said, and Cai wagged his fuzzy tail and stepped forward, his whole backside swaying at meeting a new friend. He looked scary but was a big old mush, really.
 “His name’s Cai?” the girl asked.
 “Cairo. And I’m Sam. And you are…?”
 “Alyssa.” Alyssa was on her haunches now, rubbing Cairo’s long ears while he panted with joy. “Cairo, like the city?”
 “Uh-huh. Nice to meet you.”
 “He’s perfect.”
 “Thanks. Yes, he is.”
 “So why are you back?” Tyler asked, reminding her of his presence.
 “My sister got married.” Guilt twisted in her stomach. Thea would want her to be at home right now, apologizing to Cat. Pretending there was nothing missing in their lives.
 “Which sister?”
 He remembered she had a bunch of sisters. She’d rather that than the other things he knew about her. “Thea. She was a year ahead of us.” The one who’d driven Sam to school for two years, until their father had died and everything had changed.
 Tyler looked at her for a moment longer, his pinched expression screaming dislike. I’m not that girl any more, she wanted to tell him. I’m not ashamed of most of it, but I’m different now. She couldn’t say it, not in front of his kids, not in these few startled seconds.
 “All right, guys, we should go,” he said, turning back to his children.
 “We just got here!” complained the boy. His frown made him look just like his father. Their pale skin was even tanned to the same light biscuit.
 Even Sam had to hide a smile at the exasperation on Tyler’s face as he turned to his son. “You were just saying you wanted to—”
 “Sam!” a voice called from behind her. “Sam?”
 It was Megan, sent to find her. “Yeah, Meg!” she called back, still looking at Tyler. Cairo leaped away from Alyssa’s hands and over to greet his auntie.
 Megan came through the trees. She, of course, looked perfect, even for a casual family Sunday lunch. The clothes horse of the family, dressed like she was on her way to a photo shoot. Her white skirt floated beautifully off her slim hips, and she somehow owned rainboots that still looked chic by matching her black embroidered blouse.
 “Hey, puppy,” she said lovingly to Cairo, then, “Hi!” to the other three, whose bright clothes stood out in the shade of the wet trees. They were all unashamedly staring at her. She gave them the full-wattage Fielding smile. “Nice day, isn’t it?” She held a hand up to the rain.
 “Hello,” Tyler said. He didn’t know Megan; she’d still been in middle school when they’d graduated. His son was staring at her, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. Megan tended to do that to people. Sam gave Tyler credit for not staring too.
 What was the protocol here? “This is my sister, Megan,” Sam said. “This is Tyler Cavanaugh. We were in high school together.”
 “Not together,” he said and turned away from the women. He put his sunglasses on and raised his voice a little to the kids. “Let’s go.” This time, they didn’t complain. “Nice to meet you,” he said over his shoulder to Megan as they began to walk back up the opposite bank. “’Bye, Sam,” he added with the merest flicker of his eyes toward her. The trio disappeared into the woods.
 “What the hell did you do to him?” Megan immediately demanded.
 Sam lifted her hair off her neck again. Those last couple of years of high school… well, she didn’t think about them. If she did, it was to remember with bravado the nights of drinking, making out with boys she forgot the next day, or her first time with Brennan Caplan and how she’d made him wear two condoms. Which was not a good idea.
 She liked to think Megan didn’t know any of this. “We were in different circles. I met him a couple of times.”
 “Oh.” Megan clearly had other things on her mind. “Okay. Let’s go back. Mother Cat’s had another glass of wine and Kane’s asking her opinion on the company, so she’s in a much better mood.”
 Looking over the stream again before they turned to go home, Sam imagined Tyler as he’d been in high school: bony, wearing glasses, his hair cut in some painfully homegrown way. She flinched a little as she wrapped Cairo’s leash around her hand.
 “Oh, come on,” said Megan, who’d seen her wince. “We’re not that bad.”
 “I wasn’t thinking about—” Sam finished the sentence by butting Megan’s shoulder with hers. “Yeah, you are.”
 Megan butted back. “You just say stuff to piss Cat off.”
 “It’s my favorite pastime. And a good reason why I don’t visit.”
 Megan sobered as they came out of the woods and onto the sidewalk. “Did you have to bring up Dad, though?”
 Sam folded her arms, the familiar bullheadedness taking over. “Why not? Is he like an inverse Voldemort or something? He Who Was Too Perfect To Be Named?”
 “No,” Megan said, her tone even, but Sam already felt like shit. “He was just Dad. But he was the only one we had, Sam.”
 Megan had been only ten when their father had died. Sam had no business tainting her memories of him with her own anger at his pointless death and the mess he’d left the family in when he’d gone. She put an arm around her little sister’s shoulders, which were as tall as her own. “Sorry.”
 At Cat’s house, things were chaotic but normal. The adults pretended nothing had happened. The rain stopped, so the kids recognized fresh meat and dragged Sam and Cairo out into the yard to play catch. The family golden retrievers dropped soggy bones at Cairo’s feet and shook the rain off their fur.
 After a little while, Kane’s daughter came up to show off the half-eaten dinosaur she’d dug out of the sandbox. Sam crouched down and talked to the little girl about T. rexes. Thea’s younger son, Benji, and the friend whom he was about to have a sleepover with while Thea was on her honeymoon, joined the group to listen.
 Megan came up behind her and nearly knocked her into the sand by hugging her from the back.
 “Get off!” Sam said in a muffled voice, her face smooshed into her knees.
 “I just wanted to say I’m sooo glad you came home,” Meg said into her back.
 “Only for Thea,” Sam said crossly, but she squeezed the hands that had wrapped themselves around her neck. “And Libby. And maybe you a little bit. Now get the hell off me.”
 “Get the hell off me!” four-year-old Libby echoed. Seven-year-old Benji and his buddy gulped with shock and delight.
 “You’re the worst aunt in the world.” Meg laughed, easing up on Sam’s neck. “Don’t talk like your auntie, Libby.”
 Sam’s other nephews had forgotten they were hip and cool sixteen-year-olds and were having a loud game of basketball in the driveway. Jake was now spiking the basketball like it was a football while Paolo or Mateo—her twin nephews would have to stand still for her to be able to figure out who was who—tried to jump on his back.
 “Now that you’ve broken the ice,” Meg said, “will you come see us more often?”
 Sam looked at her. They had the same dark-brown eyes, same strong eyebrows, same toothy smile. She hadn’t been in Meg’s life since Meg had left high school. It suddenly occurred to Sam that her baby sister could have used a friend in those years.
 “I’ll try,” she said.
 

	

			


			


		
	
		
			
	
		
		Chapter 2

								

	
				The kids were quiet on the way home. When Alyssa had to climb over a tree trunk and scratched her thighs, she didn’t even squeak. Ty said, “You okay?” She nodded and kept walking ahead of him.
 Sam freaking Fielding. Of all people. Sam Fielding, come from God-knew-where, sitting on that rock with her arms up and bent, her hands in her thick, reddish hair, her face turned to the rain like a goddess of the woods or something. In profile, her breasts had been thrust forward, reminding him of their perfection, whether in a sloppy football T-shirt or the tailored green top she’d worn today. She had changed enough that if he’d seen her from a distance, he might not have recognized her. But he’d seen her from twenty feet away, and yeah. He knew it was her. His gut had clenched, his heart flipped over, and his brain froze.
 Sam freaking Fielding. Coming on him when his kids had been at their brattiest. Matt, who would ordinarily be the responsible older brother, had just gaped at her like… like Ty had back in the day.
 And then. And then! She’d smiled at him! Like they’d been friends or something. That damn Fielding smile they’d all had, even the quiet sister, Thea. The smile that said they owned the world. He should have been glad of that smile, really, because it had reminded him of everything she was, everything she’d done in slow drip-drips of disdain and contempt, every side-eye, every flick of her gorgeous curvy hip, every…
 He shook his head to dispel the guilt that pushed at him as they got out into the open near the parking lot. It was years ago. You gonna be that guy for the rest of your life? 
 Only then did he see that Alyssa’s leg was bleeding.
 “Jeez, Alyssa,” he said, irrationally angry with her. “You should have said something!”
 He pulled the first aid kid out of his SUV and had her lean against her door while he squirted his water bottle at the back of her leg.
 “What are you yelling at her for?” Matt snapped. “God, what a waste of a day.” He slammed himself into the back seat and slumped down, pulling his hood over his face.
 “I didn’t yell.” But Ty counted to five anyway. “I’m sorry, honey,” he said to Alyssa. “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad that I let you get hurt. Let me see.”
 Now washed, the back of one leg was okay, but spots of black were embedded in the graze on her other leg. Alyssa sniffed a little. “I’m okay.”
 She always said that, and he knew it. He should have remembered. Recently, she’d been more vociferous when she was unhappy with something. Before, when the divorce was going through, Alyssa had always been “fine.” Today had been a cranky day for all of them.
 He gave her a one-armed hug, noting the changes in her height and weight in just a year. Being her dad had been tricky the first year, bliss the next few, and painful the last couple. Now that she was officially a teenager, he knew it was going to get a whole lot worse.
 He pulled out the cotton balls and hurt-free antiseptic and was as gentle as he could be while he cleaned her up. “You’d better take a bath when you get home. Soak out the dirt.”
 “N’kay,” Alyssa said. His heart squeezed. He had a spare blanket in the back and had her sit on it while he strapped her in. She was plenty old enough to do it herself, of course, but she let him this time.
 The ride home was quiet. They’d just turned onto his street when his phone rang.
 He looked at the caller ID on his dashboard. “It’s Mom,” he said in an even tone. Despite that, he felt the atmosphere behind him thicken with apprehension. You never knew with Julia. “Hello?”
 “Hey, guys!” Her voice came through the speakers high and crystalline. Sharp enough to break. Or to hurt. “Are you in the car? Having a good day?”
 “Yes, thanks,” the children echoed dutifully. Ty felt guilty, again, about Alyssa’s legs.
 “Oh, good. Well, let me tell you how my day’s been. I’ve had the best time!” Julia said. “My friend Tania—you know, I told you about her, she’s so special to me, we met at the supermarket a few weeks ago, I tell you, it’s amazing how we connected, you know how you feel when you just know you’ve found your soul mate? Friend soul mate, of course. Nice try, Ty; bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you!”
 He cringed openly this time, and the kids did too. God, he could only wish that Julia would find a new partner. Why would she think he’d care what gender that person was?
 “Well,” Julia went on, “she told me she’s buying a timeshare in Florida, right outside Disney World, and she wants me to go in on it with her, isn’t that amazing? And it’s got two bedrooms, so there’s room for the kids, and you could come when it’s my turn and we could go to Disney and Universal and just be in the sun and wouldn’t that be great? So she wants us to go down and see it, and I thought—”
 Here it comes.
 “You wouldn’t mind if I took the kids, Ty, ’cause it is summer after all and this way you can work uninterrupted ’cause I remember you used to bitch all the time if I tried to talk to you when you were—”
 “Julia,” he finally interrupted. They had pulled up in front of his house. “Kids, go inside.”
 “Disney?” Alyssa said.
 “Universal?” Matt said.
 “Let me talk to your mom.” The children got out and walked slowly down the path to the front door.
 Julia had started talking again as soon as he stopped. “I know what you’re going to say, Ty, but this time it’s a good deal. A friend of Tania’s bought one, and she got two weeks down there every year, and it cost barely a thousand dollars a week. Can you imagine what a week at the Cape would cost? And this would be Florida!”
 “Julia,” he said again. “You are not allowed to take the kids out of state. Remember?”
 “Only without your say-so, and you have to see this is so great for them! Who wouldn’t like it?”
 “Florida in August? No one likes it.”
 “You just don’t want me to be with my kids!” she shouted, and her voice went from hyper to hysterical in a second. “You’re keeping them from me!”
 Ty slumped, trying to ease the pulsing pain that had started again in his lower back. Julia did that to him. At least he’d gotten the kids out of the car before they heard her tone. “I’m not keeping them from you any more than you’re allowed to have them. We have an agreement. With a schedule that your lawyer read over with you in my presence and that you signed. Remember?” Stupid question. She didn’t remember anything she didn’t want to. Same as when she’d decided to leave the family when the novelty of being a mother wore off.
 “But this would be barely more than a night!”
 “No, Julia. Last time you took them out, you left them at the diner. I’m not letting you take them to God-knows-where in Florida.”
 She began crying—rich, messy sobs he’d witnessed so many times he could tell within a millimeter where on her perfect cheeks the tears would fall. “You’ve been telling them I don’t love them, haven’t you! That’s why they don’t want to come with me!”
 He sighed. “I tell them you love them every day. And they love you.” This was true, but she would never believe it. And forgetting to come get her kids from movie theaters or yelling at them if they didn’t like the food at a fancy restaurant she insisted on made it hard for Ty to defend her. “I’m going to hang up now. You know this timeshare is a waste of money. You’ll see them next weekend. Same as always.”
 “Yeah, in your town, with you breathing over our shoulders the whole time! Fuck you, Ty.”
 As he had finally taught himself, he pressed the button on the steering wheel and ended the call. He turned the car off, pulled the key out of the ignition, and lowered his head to rest on his hands on the steering wheel.
 Why hadn’t he seen it? How had she so completely snowed him?
 Ach, he knew why. She’d looked up at him, big brown eyes all soft and wet, and told him how much she wanted him. Ty, raised on a steady diet of no dad, a poor, busy mom, and school bullies, had felt like a million bucks for the first time in his life. When she’d taken him to that little hotel their first year in college, he’d hardly thought twice about following her lead.
 And the result, as he kept reminding himself, was Matt. Then Alyssa. And that made it all worth it. Shrugging off a feeling of being in a vise, he got out of the car and followed the kids into the kitchen.
 They were at the freezer, the door open, tubs of ice cream sitting on the countertop. Two pairs of worried eyes locked on him.
 “She said to say she loves you,” he said. She did love them, in her own way. As long as they didn’t get in the way of her social life or her next obsession.
 “Is she really buying a house in Florida?” Alyssa asked.
 “No. It’s a timeshare. You buy a couple of weeks a year. Usually, the good weeks are all taken and you get… well, you get now. And if you think Massachusetts is humid in the summer, you should try Orlando.”
 Alyssa dug into the vanilla with the biggest spoon in the drawer. “Get a bowl,” Ty said automatically, though right now he could hardly care.
 “It’d be cool, though,” Alyssa went on. “We could go to Harry Potter every day.”
 “Can she afford it?” Matt asked more shrewdly.
 “Probably,” Ty said. He closed the freezer door and got bowls out for them all. Julia came from money. Money and two parents who’d cut him and the kids off as soon as Julia had left town. Now she’d come back, and they still hadn’t called. Too embarrassed, Ty hoped, knowing how they’d enabled her to avoid her responsibilities. “Load me up there, bub.”
 Ice cream as compensation for an absent and unstable mother. It was the best he could do.
 ♦
 When the kids were in their rooms for the night, Ty went to his workshop. Squeezed onto a wooden table at the back of the one-car garage, the small collection of tools and blocks of wood hardly deserved the word, but he could feel his blood pressure drop the moment he closed the heavy door from the house.
 He pulled his latest project off the shelf, hooked his foot around the stool, and sat. His working glasses were right where he’d left them, as were his leather finger guards and the strap of fine-gauge tools he’d carefully oiled the other day. He regretted, in a way, that he was almost done with this sculpture, a ruby-crowned kinglet for Alyssa to add to her collection. He would have liked to hack away at a new lump of wood with sweeping strokes that tired him out and helped him sleep.
 Still, the kinglet’s feathers required concentration and control, and Ty loved the feel of the chubby little woodcarving in his hands as he worked. Julia, the kids’ worries, and Florida all faded away.
 His phone, predictably, rang. He swiped it and hit speaker. “Hey, No.”
 His best friend, Noah, had a deep voice made deeper from all the experimental “healthy” substances he’d smoked over the years. “Tyler. What’s going on?”
 Ty picked up the narrow, sharp blade and kept on whittling. “Same old same old.”
 “You carving?”
 “Uh-huh.”
 Noah snorted. “I tell you, man, you should be down here. You’re an artist at heart.”
 “And a capitalist at mouth. I have kids to feed, remember?”
 They’d been having this argument since Noah had moved to Taos five years ago. “Costs a lot less to feed them down here,” he pointed out.
 “Enough,” Ty said, hoping the smile on his face translated to his voice. “You wanna tell my mom her only grandkids are moving two thousand miles away? Quit bugging me. Why d’you call anyway?”
 “Just catching up.” Ty heard a long drawn-in breath and a held-in cough. Another reason Ty wasn’t about to move nearer to Noah’s lifestyle.
 “How’s the gallery?”
 “Good. Decent business. Weather’s been good. Lots of hikers. You?”
 “Usual. Alyssa’s graduating middle school in a couple days. Matt was looking for a summer job, but he waited too long and the college kids got them all.”
 “Send him to me!” Noah said at once. “Does he like horses? I gotta friend who—”
 “It’s okay.” Ty had to put the kibosh on this right away. “His buddy’s stepdad is going to get him something in his business. Plumbing.”
 “Plumbing? Jesus, Ty. You trying to punish the kid? When he could be here riding horses and chatting up girls? It is girls, right?”
 “So he tells me.”
 Ty imagined the world Noah lived in. He had to imagine it, because he’d never been there. Noah had left the state just before Ty and Julia had moved back into town from his original workplace near Philadelphia. They’d come back because she was getting more and more erratic; her parents refused to believe there was a problem, and he needed his mom to help out. Julia had hated the idea. Ty hadn’t loved it either, given his high school experience with these kids and the town’s reaction to his young fatherhood. But his mom was the most stable person he knew, and whatever the town thought of him, he hadn’t regretted coming back.
 He and Noah had hung together throughout middle school and become inseparable in high school. Noah’s Vietnamese heritage had looked the bomb with black eyeliner and his collection of vintage ’80s goth band T-shirts. They’d dodged the same bullies, gone to the same concerts, and shared everything about their lives.
 When Julia had left, Ty had called Noah first. Ty would always love him for his support during that time. And for these stupid, probably pot-fueled conversations that meant nothing and everything.
 “You gotta admit,” Noah said, “you’re interested.”
 “I’ll think about it,” Ty said.
 “Think about it hard. Alyssa could work the counter at the store. I’d take care of them.”
 Unfortunately, he coughed again at that moment. Ty wouldn’t ask him to swear he wouldn’t smoke if he got the kids, because Ty had no intention of sending them so far away. The thought of being away from them for so long made his heart shrivel up inside him. People said their kids were their reason for being, and it was a cliché, but not for Ty. Snowplow parent? Sure. If that were remotely possible with a mom like Julia, Ty would do it.
 “Julia been around?” Noah asked.
 “Quit reading my mind. Yeah. She called today. Wants to take them to Florida, for fuck’s sake.”
 The blade slipped out of its notch on the wood and almost impaled his finger but for the leather guards. He swore and shook out his hand.
 “She couldn’t even get through a meal with them, last I heard,” Noah said.
 “Right. It’s just an idea of hers. She’ll go off it soon. I just wish she’d—”
 He couldn’t finish. “Yeah, man. I know,” Noah said. “You’re doing right by them. You’re doing good.”
 “Thanks.” He didn’t want Julia to invade his happy place in the garage, so he cast around for something else to talk about.
 And fell on Sam Fielding.
 “Hey, speaking of difficult women in our lives, guess who I saw in town today?”
 Noah laughed. “That doesn’t narrow it down a whole lot.”
 “Remember Sam Fielding?”
 “Sam Fielding? Rich kid, all legs, looked down on us mere peasants?”
 Ty winced. It sounded worse when Noah said it out loud. But he’d been thinking it. “That Sam Fielding. Yeah.”
 “Seven Minutes in Heaven Sam Fielding?”
 The knife went right into Ty’s glove that time. “Ouch. Yeah.” He pulled off his glove to inspect the wound. Just a red mark. No permanent damage. Like those seven minutes. Right?
 “Made Brennan Caplan wear two condoms?”
 He’d forgotten that rumor. “Jeez. Yeah.”
 “Worked her way through the basketball team?”
 “Yes! That Sam Fielding!” God, if that was the kind of gossip that even Noah remembered, Ty could sympathize with the woman for getting the hell out of town like she had. For looking so pissed off that she was back.
 “Wow. Did she give you the time of day?”
 “Of course she did. This isn’t high school anymore.” His hand was gripped too tightly around the handle of his blade. He forced himself to relax. Noah was only voicing everything Ty’s scrambled brain had thought on first seeing Sam. It was Ty who’d been ruder than he wanted. “Her sister got married.”
 Belatedly, he realized something. “Thea. Matt’s friend Jake’s mom. I’ve talked to her a couple times this year. She’s all right.” Meaning, she hadn’t turned her nose up at him when they’d met on the b-ball sidelines.
 “And?”
 “And what?” Dammit. He sounded stubborn and childish. He knew what Noah was asking. “Yes, she’s still…” Breathtaking. Beautiful. Heart-stopping. “Attractive.”
 “God. What would I say to her if I met her now?” Noah mused.
 Not what I did, I hope. “Welp. I doubt I’ll see her again.” So quit feeling bad for being such a prick. Hasn’t she earned it? 
 No, she hadn’t. “Their dad died in that explosion, remember?” he added. “They were all kinds of fucked up after that.”
 “Doesn’t give her an excuse to treat us the way she did.”
 “She ignored us, mostly.” Mostly.
 “There’s ignoring and there’s ignoring,” Noah said wisely.
 “She was nice to Matt and Lyss today.” Now why had he said that? What did he care about defending this woman?
 “Oh-ho. Attractive, you say. And nice to your kids? You sure she isn’t sticking around town?”
 “I’m hanging up now.”
 “Okay, okay. If you do see her again, tell her I said hi. Actually, tell her I said I hope she gets… uh
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