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            Dedication

         
         
            I don’t know how I could have gotten through this last year without you. Eva, thank you for everything.
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            Chapter One

         
         My eyes burned. Then again, they hadn’t stopped stinging since it had gotten dark a couple of hours ago, but I squinted anyway. Coming up ahead, on the very, very edge of my car’s headlights, there was a sign.
         

         
         I took a deep, deep breath in and let it right back out.

         
         
            WELCOME TO

            PAGOSA SPRINGS

            World’s Deepest Hot Springs

         

         Then I read it again just to make sure I hadn’t imagined it.

         
         I was here. Finally.
         

         
         It had only taken an eternity.

         
         Okay, an eternity that fit into a two-month period. Eightish weeks of me driving slowly, stopping at just about every tourist attraction and two-star hotel or vacation rental along the way from Florida through Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Spending time in Texas and then skipping to Arizona, exploring towns and cities I hadn’t had time to check out in the past when I’d come through. Even visiting an old friend and his family too. I went to Vegas while I was at it because it was somewhere else I had been to at least ten times but had never truly gotten to see. I spent almost three weeks in Utah. Last but not least, I took a week to check out New Mexico before circling back up toward the mountains. To Colorado. My final destination—I hoped. 

         
         And now I’d made it.

         
         Or just about made it.

         
         Letting my shoulders sink down, I pushed them back against the seat and relaxed a little. According to the navigation app,
            I still had another thirty minutes left to get to the place I was renting on the other side of town in the southwest part
            of the state most people had never heard of.
         

         
         Home for the next month, or maybe longer if everything worked out the way I wanted it to. I had to settle somewhere after
            all.
         

         
         The pictures online of the rental I’d booked were just what I’d been looking for. Nothing big. Not in town. Mostly though,
            I’d fallen for it because the rental reminded me of the last house Mom and I had lived in.
         

         
         And considering how last minute I had reserved it, right smack at the start of summer and tourist season, there hadn’t been
            a whole lot left to choose from—as in, there had been next to nothing. I’d come up with the idea of going back to Pagosa Springs
            two weeks ago in the middle of the night while the weight of every choice I’d made in the last fourteen years rested on my
            soul—not for the first time either, more like the thousandth—and I’d fought not to cry. The tears weren’t because I’d been
            in a room in Moab all by myself with no person who gave a shit about me within a thousand miles. They had sprouted because
            I’d thought about my mom and how the last time I’d been in the area had been with her.
         

         
         And maybe just a little because I had no clue what the hell to do with my life anymore and that scared the hell out of me.

         
         Yet that was when the idea had struck.

         
         Go back to Pagosa.

         
         Because why not?

         
         I’d been doing a lot of thinking about what I wanted, what I needed. It wasn’t like I’d had anything else to do, being by
            myself nearly nonstop for two months. I’d thought about making a list, but I was done with lists and schedules; I’d spent
            the last decade listening to other people tell me what I could and couldn’t do. I was over plans. Done with a whole lot of
            things and people, honestly.
         

         
         And just as soon as I had thought of the place that had been home once, I knew that was what I wanted to do. The idea just
            felt right. I’d gotten tired of driving around, looking for something to set my life back into some semblance of order.
         

         
         I’d figure it out, I had decided.

         
         New year, new Aurora.

         
         So what if it was June? Who said your new year had to start on January 1, am I right? Mine had officially started with a lot
            of tears on a Wednesday afternoon about a year ago. And it was time for a newer version of the person I’d been back then.
         

         
         That’s why I was here.

         
         Back in the town I’d grown up in, twenty years later.

         
         Thousands of miles away from Cape Coral and everyone and everything in Nashville.

         
         Free to do whatever I wanted to do for the first time in a long, long time.

         
         I could be whoever I wanted to be. Better late than never, right?

         
         I blew out a breath and shook my shoulders to wake myself up a little more, wincing at the ache that had taken them over, back when I’d gotten the rug pulled out from under me, and never left. Maybe I had no real idea of what I was going to do long-term, but I was going to figure it out. I couldn’t find it in me to regret my decision
            to drive here.
         

         
         There were plenty of things in my life I regretted, but I wouldn’t let this choice be one of them. Even if I didn’t end up
            staying in the area long-term, the month I had reserved in Pagosa Springs was going to be nothing in the grand scheme of life.
            It was going to be a stepping stone for the future. Maybe a Band-Aid for the past. A boost to the present.
         

         
         It’s never too late to find a new road, as my friend Yuki sang. I had driven all this way to Colorado for a reason, and nothing was going to be in vain—not my butt
            cheeks hurting, my shoulders aching, my sciatic nerve acting up, or even how much my eyes needed a light bulb and a nap.
         

         
         And if I could feel the start of a headache right above my eyebrows, then that was just part of the journey, a building block
            for the fucking future. No pain, no gain.
         

         
         And if I didn’t get into my car again for another month, that would be great too. The idea of being behind the wheel for another
            minute made me want to puke. Maybe I’d buy another car while I was at it, now that I thought about it. I had the blood money
            for it. Might as well use it for something I would actually need since my existing one didn’t have four-wheel drive.
         

         
         Now. New. Present.

         
         The past was staying where it was, because as much as I would’ve liked to light it on fire and watch it burn, that couldn’t
            happen.
         

         
         Mostly because I’d go to jail for double homicide, and that kind of thing was frowned upon.

         
         Instead, I was moving on without a criminal record, and this was the next step. Bye, Nashville and everything there. See you later, Florida, too. Hello, Colorado and mountains and a peaceful, hopefully happy future. I was going to will that shit into existence. Like Yuki would also sing, if you put things out into the universe, hopefully someone will listen.
         

         
         The hard part was over. This was my future. Another step in the next thirty-three years of my life.

         
         I should thank the Joneses for it, really. Maybe not for taking advantage of me, but at least I knew now what I’d been in—who
            I’d been surrounded by. At least I had gotten out.
         

         
         I was free.

         
         Free to go back to where I’d spent the first part of my life, to see the place where I’d last seen my mom. The same place
            she had loved so much and that held so many good memories, as well as the worst.
         

         
         I was going to do what I had to do to keep going with my life.

         
         And the first step was to make a left down a dirt road that was technically called a county road.

         
         Gripping the steering wheel as hard as I could as my tires drove over one pothole after another, I pictured the last blurry
            memory I had of my mom, the image of her greenish-brown eyes—the same ones I saw in the mirror. Her very medium brown hair,
            not dark but not light, was another thing we shared—at least until I’d started coloring my hair, but I’d stopped that. I’d
            only started coloring it because of Mrs. Jones. But mostly, I remembered how tightly my mom had hugged me before she had given
            me permission to go to my friend’s house the next day instead of going with her on the hike she had planned for both of us.
            How she had kissed me when she’d dropped me off and said, “See you tomorrow, Aurora-baby!”
         

         
         Guilt, bitter and sharp, as fine and deadly as a dagger made out of an icicle, jabbed me in the stomach for just about the millionth time. And I wondered, like I always did when that familiar sensation came over me, What if? What if I’d gone with her? Like every other time I wondered, I told myself it didn’t matter because I would never know.
         

         
         Then I squinted hard into the distance again as I drove over a bigger pothole, cursing the fact that none of these roads had
            streetlights.
         

         
         In hindsight, I should have stretched this last part of the drive over another day so that I wouldn’t end up wandering through
            the mountains in the dark.
         

         
         Because it wasn’t just the ups and the downs of elevation that came at you. There had been deer, chipmunks, rabbits, and squirrels.
            I’d seen an armadillo and a skunk. All of them decided at the last minute to run across the road and scare the living shit
            out of me so bad I slammed on my brakes and thanked God it wasn’t winter and there weren’t many cars out on the road. All
            I’d wanted to do was arrive to my temporary home.
         

         
         To find a person named Tobias Rhodes who was renting out his garage apartment at a very reasonable rate. I’d be the first
            guest. The apartment didn’t have any reviews, but it fit every other thing I wanted from a rental, so I was willing to go
            for it.
         

         
         Plus, it wasn’t like there had been anything else to choose from other than renting a room in someone’s house or staying in
            a hotel.
         

         
         “Your destination is approaching on the left,” the navigation app spoke up.

         
         I squeezed the steering wheel and squinted some more, just barely catching sight of the start of a driveway. If there were more houses around, I couldn’t tell in the darkness. This really was in the middle of nowhere. 

         
         Which was just what I wanted: peace and privacy.

         
         Turning down the supposed driveway that was only marked by a reflective stake, I told myself that everything was going to
            be okay.
         

         
         I would find a job . . . doing something . . . and I’d go through my mom’s journal and attempt to do some of the hikes that
            she’d written about. At least her favorites. It was one of the biggest reasons why coming here had seemed like such a good
            idea.
         

         
         People cried over endings, but sometimes you had to cry over new beginnings. I wouldn’t forget what I’d left. But I was going
            to be excited—at least as much as I could be—about this start and however it would end.
         

         
         One day at a time, right?

         
         A house loomed up ahead. From the number of windows and lights on, it seemed smallish, but it wasn’t like that mattered. Off
            to the side, maybe twenty, maybe fifty feet away—this night driving bullshit was crap on my astigmatism—was another structure
            that looked an awful lot like a separate garage. There was a single car parked in front of the main house, an old Bronco I
            recognized because my cousin had spent years rebuilding one just like it.
         

         
         I turned the car toward the smaller and less lit-up building, spotting the big garage door. Gravel crunched under my tires, rocks pinging and hitting the undercarriage, and I reminded myself again of why I was here and that everything would be okay. Then I parked around the side. I blinked and rubbed at my eyes, then finally pulled out my phone to reread the check-in instructions I had taken a screenshot of. Maybe tomorrow I’d go and introduce myself to the homeowner. Or maybe I’d just leave them alone if they left me alone. 

         
         I got out then.

         
         This was the rest of my life.

         
         And I was going to try my best, just like my mom had raised me to do, like she would have expected from me.

         
         It only took about a minute with my camera’s flashlight to find the door—I’d parked right beside it—and the lockbox hanging
            from the knob. The code the owner sent me worked on the first try, and one single key sat inside the tiny box. It fit and
            the door squeaked open into a staircase on the left with another door perpendicular to it. I flipped on a light switch and
            opened the door directly in front of the one I’d just come through, expecting it to be the entrance into the garage and not
            being disappointed.
         

         
         But what did surprise me was that there wasn’t a car inside.

         
         There were various forms of padding along the walls, some of it the kind of foam I’d seen in every recording studio I’d ever
            been in, and other parts of it blue floor mats that had been nailed in. There were even a couple of old mattresses pressed
            against the walls. In the center, there was a big black four-by-four speaker with a banged-up old amp, two stools, and a stand
            with three guitars on it. There was also a keyboard and a basic starter drum set.
         

         
         I swallowed.

         
         Then I noticed two posters taped to the mats and released my breath slowly. One was for a young folk singer, and the other
            was for a big tour of two rock bands. Not country. Not pop.
         

         
         And most importantly, no need to overthink it. I backed out the way I’d come in and shrugged off the practice space, closing
            the door behind me.
         

         
         The stairs turned once, and I made it up, flipping on more lights and sighing with relief. It was just like the pictures had advertised: a studio apartment. There was a full-size bed tucked against the wall on the right, a heater made to resemble a wood-burning stove in the corner, a small table with two chairs, a fridge that looked to be from the 90s but who cared, a stove that also had to be from the same decade, a kitchen sink, a set of doors that looked like they might be a closet, and a closed one that I hoped was the bathroom that had been in the listing. There was no washer or dryer, and I hadn’t bothered asking. There was a laundromat in town; I’d looked it up. I’d make it work. 

         
         Scarred wood floors covered the layout, and I smiled at the small mason jar sitting on the table with wildflowers in it.

         
         The Joneses would have cried that this wasn’t the Ritz, but it was perfect. It had everything I needed, and it reminded me
            of the house I’d lived in with Mom with wood-paneled walls and just the . . . warmth of it.
         

         
         It really was perfect.

         
         For the first time, I let myself feel genuine excitement over my decision. And now that I did, it felt good. Hope sprang up inside of me like a Roman candle. It only took three trips to carry my bags, box, and cooler up.
         

         
         You would figure that packing up your life would take days, even weeks. If you had a lot of belongings, it might even take
            months.
         

         
         But I didn’t have a lot of stuff. I’d left Kaden just about everything when his lawyer—a man I’d sent Christmas cards to for
            a decade—had sent me a thirty-day notice to move out of the house we’d shared, the day after he’d ended things. Instead, I’d left
            hours later. All I’d taken with me were two suitcases and four boxes worth of belongings.
         

         
         Good. It was good it had happened, and I knew it. It had hurt then, hurt like a son of a bitch, and afterward. It didn’t anymore
            though.
         

         
         But . . . I still sometimes wished I’d sent those traitors a pie made of shit just like in The Help. I wasn’t that good of a person.
         

         
         I had just opened up the fridge so I could put the sandwich meat, cheese, mayo, three cans of strawberry soda, and single
            beer inside when I heard a creak from downstairs.
         

         
         The door. It was the door.

         
         I froze.

         
         Then I grabbed my pepper spray from my purse and hesitated—because the owner wouldn’t just walk in, would they? I mean, it
            was their property, but I was renting it from them. I’d signed an agreement and sent a copy of my license over, hoping they
            wouldn’t do a search of my name, but oh well if they did. At a few of the rentals I’d stayed at, the owners had come over
            to see if I needed anything, but they hadn’t just strolled in. Only one of them had done a search and asked a lot of uncomfortable
            questions.
         

         
         “Hello?” I called out, finger on the pepper spray trigger.

         
         The only response I got was the sound of feet on the stairs, these loud clunks that sounded heavy.

         
         “Hello?” I called out a little louder that time, straining to hear the steps continuing up the stairs and making me clench
            the pepper spray in my hand just a little tighter.
         

         
         In the time it took me to hold my breath—because that was going to help me hear better—I caught sight of hair and then a face a split second before the person must have taken
            the last two or three steps in a leap because they were there.
         

         
         Not a they. A he. A man.
         

         
         The owner?

         
         God, I hoped so.

         
         He had on a khaki-colored button-down shirt tucked into dark pants that could have been blue, black, or something else, but
            I couldn’t tell because of the lighting.
         

         
         I squinted and laced my hands behind my back to hide the pepper spray just in case.

         
         There was a gun at his hip!

         
         I threw my hands up and squealed, “Holy shit, take whatever you want, just don’t hurt me!”

         
         The stranger’s head jerked before a raspy-rough voice spit out, “What?”
         

         
         I held them up even higher, shoulders around my ears, and gestured to my purse on the table with my chin. “My purse is right
            there. Take it. The keys are in there.” I had insurance. I had copies of my ID on my phone, which was in my back pocket. I
            could order another debit card, report my credit card as stolen. I couldn’t care less about the cash in there. None of it
            was worth my life. None. Of. It.
         

         
         The man’s head jerked again though. “What in the hell are you talking about? I’m not trying to rob you. What are you doing in my house?” The man shot out each word like they were missiles.
         

         
         Hold on a second.

         
         I blinked and still kept my hands where they were. What was going on? “Are you Tobias Rhodes?” I knew for a fact that was
            the name of the person I’d made my reservation with. There had been a picture, but I hadn’t bothered zooming in on it.
         

         
         “Why?” the stranger asked.

         
         “Uh, because I rented this garage apartment? My check-in was today.”

         
         “Check-in?” the man repeated, his voice low. I was pretty positive he was scowling, but he was under a gap in lighting and shadows covered his features. “Does this look like a hotel to you?” 

         
         Ooh, attitude.

         
         Just as I opened my mouth to tell him that, no, this didn’t look like a hotel but I’d still made a legal reservation and paid
            up front for the stay, a loud creak came from downstairs a split second before another voice, a lighter, younger one, shouted,
            “Dad! Wait!”
         

         
         I focused on the man as he turned his attention down the stairs, his upper body seeming to expand in a protective—or maybe
            defensive—gesture.
         

         
         Taking advantage of his change in focus, I realized he was a big man. Tall and broad. And there were patches on his shirt.
            Law enforcement patches?

         
         My heart started beating loud in my ears as my gaze focused back on the gun holstered at his hip, and my voice sounded oddly
            loud as I stuttered, “I . . . I can show you my booking confirmation . . .”
         

         
         What was going on? Had I gotten scammed?

         
         My words had his attention swinging back toward me right at the same moment that another figure appeared with a wild jump
            to the landing. This one was a lot shorter and thinner, but that was about all I could tell. The man’s son? Daughter?
         

         
         The big man didn’t even glance at the new arrival as he said, anger definitely seeping from his pronunciation, from his entire
            body language, really, “Breaking and entering is a felony.”
         

         
         “Breaking and entering?” I croaked, confused, my poor heart still beating wildly. What was going on? What the fuck was happening? “I used the key someone gave me a code to get.” How did he not know this? Who was this? Had I really gotten scammed?

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, because I was so focused on the bigger man, the smaller figure I’d barely paid attention to muttered
            something under their breath before basically hissing “Dad” again quietly.
         

         
         And that had the man turning his head down toward the figure that was his son or daughter. “Amos,” the man grumbled in what sounded
            an awful lot like a warning. Fury there, active and waiting.
         

         
         I had a terrible feeling.

         
         “I gotta talk to you,” the figure said in almost a whisper-hiss before turning to me. The smaller person froze for a second
            and then blinked before seeming to snap out of it and saying in a voice that was so quiet I had to strain to hear it, “Hi,
            Ms. De La Torre, umm, sorry about the mix-up. One sec, uh, please.”
         

         
         Who the hell was this now?

         
         How did they know my name? And this was a mix-up?

         
         That was good . . . wasn’t it?

         
         My optimism only lasted about a second, because in the dim lights of the studio apartment, the man started to shake his head
            slowly. Then his words made my stomach drop even further as he muttered, sounding deadly, “I swear, Amos, this better not
            be what I think it is.”
         

         
         That didn’t sound promising.

         
         “Did you post the apartment for rent after I literally told you not to the fifty times you brought it up?” the man asked in
            this crazy still voice that hadn’t gone up at all in volume, but it didn’t matter because somehow it sounded even worse than
            if he had yelled. Even I wanted to flinch, and he wasn’t even talking to me.
         

         
         What the hell did he just say though?

         
         “Dad.” The younger person moved under the ceiling fan, light striking him, confirming he was a boy—a teenage boy somewhere more than likely between twelve and sixteen based on the sound of his voice. Unlike the broad man who was apparently his father, his face was lean and angular, and long, thin arms were hidden mostly by a T-shirt two sizes too big. 

         
         I got a bad, bad feeling.
         

         
         The reminder that there hadn’t been anywhere else to stay within two hundred miles popped up front and center in my brain.

         
         I didn’t want to stay in a hotel. I was over those for the rest of my life. The idea of staying in one made me feel sick.

         
         And renting a room in someone’s house was a hard no after that last time.
         

         
         “I paid already. The payment went through,” I pretty much shouted, panicking suddenly. This was where I wanted to be. I was
            here and tired of driving, and suddenly the urge to settle down somewhere filled just about every cell in my body insistently.
         

         
         I wanted to start over. I wanted to build something new. And I wanted to do it here in Pagosa.

         
         The man looked at me. I was pretty sure his head reared back as well before he focused again on the teenage boy, hand flying
            through the air once more. This sense of anger exploded across the room like a grenade.
         

         
         Apparently, I was invisible and my payment meant nothing.

         
         “Is this a joke, Am? I told you no. Not once or twice but every time you brought it up,” the man spat, straight-up furious. “We’re not going to have some stranger
            living in our house. Are you shitting me, man?” He was still talking in that inside-voice way, but every word seemed like
            a quiet bark somehow, tough and serious.
         

         
         “It’s not technically the house,” the kid, Amos, whispered before glancing at me over his shoulder. He waved, his hand shaking
            as he did.
         

         
         At me.

         
         I didn’t know what to do, so I waved back. Confused, so confused, and worried now.

         
         That didn’t help the pissed-off man. Like at all. “The garage is still part of the house! Don’t play that technicality game
            with me,” he growled, making a dismissive gesture with his hand.
         

         
         That was a big arm attached to that hand now that I got a look at it. I was pretty sure I’d seen some veins popping along
            his forearm. What did those patches say though? I tried to squint.
         

         
         “No means no,” the stranger went on when the boy opened his mouth to argue with him. “I can’t believe you did this. How could you go behind
            my back? You posted it online?” He was shaking his head like he really was stunned. “Were you planning on letting some creeps stay here while I was gone?”
         

         
         Creeps?

         
         Me?

         
         Realistically, I knew that this was none of my business.

         
         But.

         
         I still couldn’t keep my mouth shut as I tossed in, “Umm, for the record, I’m not a creep. And I can show you my reservation.
            I paid for the whole month up front—”
         

         
         Shit.

         
         The boy winced, and that had the man taking a step forward under better lighting, giving me my first real good look at his face. At the whole of him.
         

         
         And what a face it was.

         
         Even when I’d been with Kaden, I would have done a double take at the man under the lights. What? I wasn’t dead. And he had
            that kind of face. I’d seen a lot of them, I would know.
         

         
         I couldn’t think of a single makeup artist that wouldn’t call his features chiseled, not pretty by any means but masculine, sharp, highlighted by his mouth forming a tight scowl and his thick eyebrows flat across his remarkable, heavy brow bones. And there was that impressive, strong jaw. I was pretty sure he had a little cleft in his chin too. He had to be in his early forties. 

         
         “Rough handsome” would be the best way to describe him. Maybe even “ridiculously handsome” if he didn’t look about ready to
            kill someone like he did right then.
         

         
         Nothing at all like my ex’s million-dollar, boy-next-door looks that had made thousands of women swoon.

         
         And ruined our relationship.

         
         Maybe I would send that shit pie eventually. I’d think about it some more.
         

         
         Basically, this man arguing with a tween or teenage boy, with a gun on his belt and wearing what looked to me to be some kind
            of law-enforcement-type uniform, was unbelievably handsome.
         

         
         And . . . he was a silver fox, I confirmed when the light hit his hair just perfectly to show off what could have been brown
            or black mixed in with the much lighter, striking color.
         

         
         And he didn’t give a single shit about what I was saying as he snapped words out in the most level, talking-voice volume I’d ever heard. I might have been
            impressed if I wasn’t so worried I was about to get screwed.
         

         
         “Dad . . .” the boy started again. The kid had dark hair and a smooth, almost baby face, his skin a very light brown. His
            limbs were long under a black band T-shirt as he slid into place between his dad and me like a buffer.
         

         
         “A whole month?”

         
         Yeah, he’d heard that part.

         
         The kid didn’t even flinch as he replied, very quietly, “You won’t let me get a job. How else am I supposed to make money?”

         
         That vein on the man’s face popped again; color rose up along his cheekbones and ears. “I know what you want the money for,
            Am, but you know what I said too. Your mom, Billy, and I all agreed. You don’t need a three-thousand-dollar guitar when yours works just fine.”
         

         
         “I know it works fine, but I still want—”
         

         
         “But you don’t need it. It isn’t going to—”
         

         
         “Dad, please,” the Amos kid pleaded. Then he gestured at me with a thumb over his shoulder. “Look at her. She’s not a creep.
            Her name’s Aurora. De La Torre. I looked her up on Picturegram. She only posts pictures of food and animals.” The teenager
            glanced at me over his shoulder, blinking once before shaking himself out of it, his expression turning almost frantic, like
            he too knew this conversation wasn’t going well. “Everybody knows sociopaths don’t like animals, you said, remember? And look at her.” His head tilted to the side.
         

         
         I shrugged off his last comment and focused on the important part of what he’d mentioned. Someone had done his research . . .
            but what else did he know?
         

         
         But he wasn’t wrong. Other than those and some selfies or shots with friends—and people I used to think were my friends but
            weren’t—I really did only post pictures of food and animals I met. That reality, and the bags and boxes sitting on the ground
            close by, were just another reminder that I wanted to be here, that I had things I needed to do in this area.
         

         
         And that this kid either knew too much or really had fallen for the façade that I’d presented to the world. For all the lies and smoke and mirrors I’d had to employ to be around someone I’d loved. A reminder that I hadn’t deleted pictures off my Picturegram of a life I used to have. I had been careful on my account to never take any romantic-looking pictures—or fear the wrath of Mrs. Jones. 

         
         Maybe I should make my page private, now that I thought about it, so that the Antichrist didn’t snoop. I had only posted a
            handful of times over the last year and hadn’t tagged any place I’d been. Old habits died hard.
         

         
         The man’s eyes flicked to me for maybe all of a second before they went back to the boy, and he said, “Does it look like I
            care? She could be Mother Teresa, and I still wouldn’t want anybody here. It isn’t safe to have some stranger hanging around
            our house.”
         

         
         Technically, I wouldn’t be “hanging around.” I’d stay here in this garage apartment and never bother anybody.
         

         
         Seeing my opportunity disappearing with every word that came out of the man’s mouth, I knew I had to act fast. Luckily for
            me, I liked fixing things and was good at it. “I cross my heart I’m not a psycho. I’ve only gotten one ticket in my whole
            life, and it was for going ten over, but in my defense, I had to pee really bad. You can call my aunt and uncle if you want
            a character reference, and they’ll tell you I’m a pretty good person. You can text my nephews if you want, because they won’t
            answer even if you blow up their phones.”
         

         
         The boy looked over his shoulder again, eyes wide and still frantic, but the man . . . well, he wasn’t smiling at all. What
            he was doing was glaring at me over his son’s shoulder. Again. In fact, his expression went flat, but before he could say
            a word, the kid jumped on my train of defense.
         

         
         His voice was still low but impassioned. He must really want that three-thousand-dollar guitar. “I know what I did was shady, but you were gonna be gone a whole month, and she’s a girl”—there were female serial killers out there, but now didn’t seem like the right time to bring that up—“so I figured you wouldn’t,
            like, have to worry. I bought an alarm system I was gonna install on the windows anyway, and nobody was gonna get through
            the dead bolts on the door.”
         

         
         The man shook his head, and I was pretty sure his eyes were wider than they normally would have been. “No, Amos. No. Your sneaky shit is not winning me over. If anything, it’s just pissing me off even more that you’d lie to me. What the hell were you thinking? What were you going to tell your uncle Johnny when he came over to check on you while I was gone? Huh? I can’t believe you’d
            go behind my back after I told you no so many times. I’m trying to protect you, man. What’s wrong with that?”
         

         
         Then that intense face focused down as he shook his head, shoulders dropping so low I felt so intrusive for witnessing it,
            for being here to notice the sheer disappointment that was so apparent on every line of this father’s body as he stood there,
            processing this act of betrayal. He seemed to exhale before glancing back up, zeroing in on me that time, and said, gruffly,
            and I was pretty sure genuinely hurt by the actions of the teenager, “He’ll get you a refund the second we get back in the
            house, but you aren’t staying. You shouldn’t have been able to ‘make a reservation’ in the first place.”
         

         
         I choked. At least inside I did. Because no.
         

         
         No.

         
         I hadn’t even realized when I’d dropped my hands from the position they’d been in, still in the air, but they were down and my palms were flat on my stomach, the pepper spray in my fingers, the rest of my body consumed by a mixture of worry, panic, and disappointment at the same time. 

         
         I was thirty-three years old, and like a tree, I’d lost all of my leaves, so much of what had made me me; but just like a tree, my branches and my roots were still there. And I was being reborn with a whole new set of leaves,
            bright and green and full of life. So I had to try. I had to. There weren’t any other rentals like this.
         

         
         “Please,” I said, not even wincing at just how croaked that one single word sounded out of my mouth. It was now or never.
            “I understand why you’re upset, and you have every right to be. I don’t blame you for wanting to take care of your son and
            not risk his safety but . . .”
         

         
         My voice cracked, and I hated it, but I knew I had to keep going because I had a feeling I was only going to get one shot
            at this before he kicked me out. “Just . . . please. I promise I won’t make a peep or bother anyone. I took an edible once when I was twenty and got so high I had a panic attack
            and almost had to call an ambulance. I took Vicodin once after my wisdom teeth got removed, and it made me throw up so I didn’t
            take more. The only alcohol I like is really sweet Moscato and a beer every once in a while. I won’t even look at your son
            if you don’t want me to, but please, please let me stay. I’ll double the rate the listing was set for. I’ll send it over right now if you want.” I took a breath
            and gave the man what I hoped was the most pleading face ever. “Pretty please.”
         

         
         The man’s facial expression was hard and stayed that way, that square jaw locked tight even at this distance. I didn’t have
            a good feeling. I didn’t have a good feeling at all.
         

         
         His next words made my stomach drop. He was staring straight at me, those thick eyebrows flat on his absurdly handsome face. He had the bone structure you could only find on old Greek statues, I thought. Regal and defined, there was nothing weak about any part of his features. His mouth—his full lips the kind of inspiration women went to expensive doctors to try and replicate—became a flat line. “I’m sorry if you got your hopes up, but it’s not happening.” Those hard eyes moved toward the maybe-teenager as he growled in a voice so low I almost couldn’t hear it—but I had great ears and he didn’t know that—“It’s not about the money.” 

         
         Panic rose up inside of my chest. “Please,” I repeated myself. “You won’t know I’m here. I’m quiet. I won’t have any visitors.”
            I hesitated. “I’ll triple the rate.”
         

         
         The stranger didn’t even hesitate. “No.”

         
         “Dad,” the boy cut in before the older man shook his head.

         
         “You have no say in this. You aren’t going to have a say in anything any time soon, are we clear?”

         
         The kid gasped, and my heart started beating faster.

         
         “You went behind my back, Amos. If they hadn’t found another warden last minute, I would’ve been in Denver right now without a fucking clue you did
            this!” the man explained in that murderous, not loud or quiet voice, and honestly . . . I couldn’t blame him.
         

         
         I had no kids—I’d wanted them, but Kaden had kept putting it off—but I could only imagine how I’d feel if my child went behind
            my back . . . even if I understood his reasons. He wanted an expensive guitar, and I guessed he was too young to work or his
            parents wouldn’t let him.
         

         
         The kid made a weak, disgruntled noise of frustration, and I knew my time was just about to run out.

         
         Rubbing my fingers together because they suddenly felt clammy, I tried to clamp down on my panic because it was more powerful than my strength. “I’m sorry about all of this. I’m sorry this wasn’t done with your blessing. If some stranger moved into . . . well, I don’t have a garage apartment, but if I did, I wouldn’t be a fan of it. I value my privacy a lot. But I don’t have anywhere else to go. There’s no other house for short-term rental nearby. That’s not your problem, I get it. But please, let me stay.” I sucked in a breath and met his eyes; I couldn’t tell what color they were from this distance. “I’m not a drug addict. I don’t have a drinking problem or any weird fetishes. I promise. I had the same job for ten years; I was an assistant. I got . . . divorced, and I’m starting over.” 

         
         Resentment, bitter and twisted, rose up over the back of my neck and shoulders like it had daily since things had fallen apart.
            And like every other time, I didn’t brush it off. I tucked it into my body, real close to my chest, and babied it. I didn’t
            want to forget it. I wanted to learn from it and keep the lesson for myself, even if it was uncomfortable.
         

         
         Because you had to remember the shitty parts of life to appreciate the good.

         
         “Please, Mr. Rhodes, if that’s what your name is,” I said in the calmest voice I was capable of. “You can make a copy of my ID, even though I already sent one. I can get you character references. I don’t even kill spiders. I would protect your son if he needed it. I have teenage nephews who love me. They’ll tell you I’m not a creep too.” I took a step forward and then another, keeping our gazes together. “I was going to see if I could rent this out for longer, but I’ll move on after a month if you could find it in your heart to give me a chance for now. Maybe another place will open up. I’d rent a place in town, but there isn’t anything short-term, and I’m not ready to sign something for long.” I could buy something, but he didn’t need to know that; it just created too many questions. “I’ll pay you three times the daily rate and won’t bother you at all. I’ll give you a five-star review too.” 

         
         Maybe I shouldn’t have added that part. It wasn’t like he’d wanted this place up for rent in the first place.

         
         The man’s gaze narrowed just a little—I was pretty sure because his eyebrows didn’t move much—but I thought I noticed a difference.
            A notch appeared between his thick, dark eyebrows, and that terrible feeling intensified.
         

         
         He was going to say no. I knew it. I was going to be fucked and living out of a hotel. Again.

         
         But the boy joined in and said, talking just a little louder, genuinely sounding excited by the prospect, “Three times the
            price! Do you know how much money that would be?”
         

         
         The man, maybe Tobias Rhodes, maybe not, glared at his son as he stood there, tense and still pissed. He really was furious.

         
         And I braced myself for the worst. For the no. It wouldn’t be the end of the world, but . . . it would still suck. A lot.
         

         
         Instead though, the next words out of his mouth were aimed at the teenager. “I can’t believe you’d lie to me.”

         
         The boy’s entire body seemed to soften and fall, and his voice turned smaller than ever. “I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot of
            money.” He paused and managed to say even more quietly, “I’m sorry.”
         

         
         The man ran a hand through his hair and seemed to deflate too. “I said no. I told you we’d figure it out.”

         
         The kid didn’t say anything but nodded after a second, looking like he felt about an inch tall.

         
         “And this isn’t over. We’ll talk about it later.” I didn’t miss the boy’s wince, but I was too busy watching the man turn to me and stare. He lifted a hand and scratched at the top of his head with long, blunt fingers. The man I was pretty sure might be a game warden at this point, based on the patches, I’d zeroed in on when they had hit the light perfectly, watched me. 

         
         I thought about waving but didn’t. Instead, I just said, “Pretty please can I stay for triple the rate?”

         
         I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t purposely make sure to turn both my arms out so he could see that there weren’t track
            marks on them. I didn’t want him to think I was hiding anything. Well, the only thing I was hiding were details, but they
            really weren’t any of his business or anyone else’s. They wouldn’t hurt him, his son, or anyone else other than me. So I tipped
            my chin up and didn’t try to hide my desperation. It was the only thing possibly working in my favor.
         

         
         I wasn’t too proud for that.

         
         “You’re here on vacation?” the man asked slowly, still basically growling but testing the weight of every word out of his
            mouth as it came out.
         

         
         “Not really. I’m thinking about living here permanently. I just want to make sure, but there are other things I want to do
            while I’m here.” A lot of them but one day at a time.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         I shrugged and told him the truth. “Hikes.”

         
         A thick eyebrow went up, but his pissed-off face went nowhere. I was on thin ice. “Hikes?” he asked like I’d said “orgies.”

         
         “Yes. I can give you a list of the ones I want to do.” I’d memorized the names of the trails based off my mom’s journal, but I could write out the names of them if he wanted. “I don’t have a job yet, but I’m going to get one, and I have money. It was my . . . divorce settlement.” I might as well give him details so he didn’t have to ask or think I was lying about being able to pay. 

         
         The man just kept looking at me coolly. The fingers of his free hand flexed open and closed. Even the nostrils of his strong
            nose flared. He didn’t say anything for so long that even his son glanced at me over his shoulder again, eyes wide.
         

         
         The boy just wanted my money, and that was fine. I actually thought it was pretty funny and smart of him. I remembered what
            it was like to be a kid without a job and want things.
         

         
         Finally, the man tipped his chin up a little higher, and his nostrils flared again. “You’ll pay triple?” he asked in a voice
            that told me he still wasn’t totally convinced about this.
         

         
         “Check, card, PayPal, or money transfer right now.” I swallowed and, before I could stop myself, added with a smile I’d used
            plenty of times to try and diffuse difficult situations, “Do you offer cash discounts, because I can get you cash if that’s
            the case.” I stopped right before I winked, only just barely stopping myself. This man was probably married after all, and
            he was still pissed. Rightfully so to be fair.
         

         
         “A money transfer is faster,” the teenage boy volunteered in his quiet, whispering voice.

         
         I couldn’t hold back; I snorted and slapped my hand over my mouth when I snorted again.

         
         The man glanced at his son with an expression on his face confirming he was still upset with him and didn’t think his suggestion
            was funny, but to give him credit, he focused back on me and might have even rolled his eyes like he couldn’t believe what
            he was about to say. “Cash. Tomorrow or you’re out.”
         

         
         Was he . . . ?

         
         “I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to remember you’re here unless it’s seeing your car,” he stated, still sounding and looking pissed but . . . 

         
         But agreeing! He was agreeing! Maybe!

         
         “You got the month, but you’re out after that,” he stated, holding my gaze the entire time, trying to get his point across
            that there wasn’t going to be any talking him into staying longer, that I should be grateful he’d agreed to this much.
         

         
         I nodded. I would take a month if that’s all I had and not cry or pout about it. If it came down to it, it would give me more
            time to figure out living arrangements. More permanent ones depending on how things went.
         

         
         I wasn’t getting any younger, and sometimes you just had to choose a path in life and go with it. That was what I wanted.
            To go and go.
         

         
         So . . . I could start worrying about that tomorrow.

         
         I nodded, and then I waited to see if he said something else, but all he did was turn toward the teenager and point him at
            the stairs. They started to head down in silence, leaving me in the studio apartment.
         

         
         And maybe I shouldn’t bring more attention to myself, but I couldn’t help it. Just as the only thing visible about the man
            was the silvery back of his head, I called out, “Thank you! You won’t know I’m here!”
         

         
         Andddd he stopped walking.

         
         I knew because I could still see just the top part of his head. He didn’t turn around, but he was there, and I almost expected him not to say a word before he exhaled loudly—maybe it was a grunt actually—seemed to shake his head, then called out in what I knew was an annoyed voice because that was something my sort of mother-in-law had mastered, “I better not.” 

         
         Rude. But at least he didn’t change his mind! That got tense there for a second.
         

         
         I had a month. Maybe I would end up staying longer and maybe I wouldn’t. But I was going to make the fucking best out of it.

         
         Mom, I’m back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I checked my phone for about the twentieth time the next day and did what I’d done the other nineteen times after I’d done
            the same thing.
         

         
         I set it back down.

         
         There was nothing new—not that I got a whole lot of texts or emails in the first place anymore, but regardless . . . There
            was nothing to check in the first place.
         

         
         As I’d learned last night, the only place I got cell phone reception was standing right by the window beside the table and
            chairs. I’d figured that out when I’d wandered away and lost the call I’d been in the middle of. It was an adjustment, but
            no big deal. A few of the smaller towns I’d stayed in had been the same way. My phone picked up one router, with two little bars, but it was password protected. I’d bet it was the family’s home one and figured there was zero
            chance in hell of me getting that password. But it was all right. Part of me I guess had hoped that it had been a fluke and
            maybe a cell tower had been down, but that didn’t seem to be the case.
         

         
         There was nothing I really needed to check. I wanted to look at my phone less anyway. Live my life instead of watching other people live theirs online.
         

         
         The only message that had come through this morning had been from my aunt. We’d talked for an hour last night. Her text had made me grin. 

         
         
            
               
                  Aunt Carolina: Go buy bear spray this morning PLEASE
                  

               

            

         
         Just in case I’d forgotten the five other times she’d insisted on the same thing during our phone call. She’d gone on and
            on about bears for at least ten minutes, apparently assuming that they randomly killed people just because. But I tried to
            take it as she was scared for me and had been nonstop for the last year. She had seen me when I’d moved back in with them,
            brokenhearted and feeling so lost that no compass in the world could redirect me.
         

         
         That seemed to be the story of my life: going to my aunt and uncle’s when my world fell apart. But as disastrous as splitting
            up with someone who I’d thought I’d be with for the rest of my life was, I’d known with my entire heart that nothing held
            a candle to losing my mom. That helped me keep things in perspective and reminded me of what was important.
         

         
         I was so lucky to have my aunt and uncle. They had taken me in and treated me like I was theirs. Better, honestly. They had
            protected me and loved me.
         

         
         And as if she had read my mind while we’d talked, she had griped, “Leo”—one of my cousins—“came over yesterday and helped
            me give that thief a one-star review for his new album. We set up your uncle an account and did the same. There were a lot
            of them too. Heh, heh.”
         

         
         I loved them both so much.

         
         “I talked to Yuki a week ago, and she said it deserved for someone to give it a big shit emoji instead of any stars,” I had told her. 

         
         In the background, my uncle, who wasn’t a big talker but was a big listener, had called out, “I bet he and his momma are freaking
            out now that their golden goose is gone.”
         

         
         I’d smirked.

         
         Because I might know everything that happened had been for the best, but it didn’t mean I was a good person who wanted the
            best for her ex.
         

         
         He was going to pay for what he and his mom had done. Eventually. I knew it. He knew it. It was just a matter of time before
            everyone else did. Kaden could find someone else to write his music for him . . . but he was going to spend an arm and a leg
            when, before, I’d done it out of love. For free.
         

         
         Well, not really, but it could have been.

         
         But whoever helped him wouldn’t let him take all the credit for their hard work. Not like I had.

         
         My aunt had sighed and seemed to hesitate before saying, “Ora, I heard through Betty—do you remember Betty? The lady that
            does my hair? Well, she said she saw a picture of him with that Tammy Lynn at an event recently.”
         

         
         Something had ticked at the back of my throat at the mental image of the man I’d been in a relationship with for nearly half
            my life with someone else.
         

         
         Now he could have pictures of himself taken with someone. Huh. That was convenient.
         

         
         It wasn’t jealousy I felt. But . . . it was something.

         
         The faint taste of bitterness had stayed with me during the rest of our conversation while my aunt had circled back around to talking about bear spray and blizzards and having to revert to cannibalism because people weren’t prepared in the mountains for a snowstorm. 

         
         I figured I could explain to her later just how “mild” of a winter Pagosa Springs got versus most other places, so she wouldn’t
            worry so much.
         

         
         In the meantime, I had spent the morning deciding what I needed to do and in what order everything would be the most efficient.
            I needed to get cash for the rental, and even though I was financially fine for now with my blood money, it wasn’t like I
            had anything else to do. I also had a friend to visit.
         

         
         Besides that, I needed more groceries because I’d eaten my last slices of turkey breast and cheese for breakfast and had nothing
            to eat for lunch or dinner. And since I was going to be here for a while and needed to make this place home, I might as well
            start chipping away at things that needed to be done ASAP.
         

         
         Down the stairs and outside, I had to stop beside my car door. I’d driven in so late, I had missed the view of the surroundings,
            so I wasn’t ready for the landscape ahead of me. The pictures of the garage apartment had focused mainly on the inside; there
            had only been one of the building.
         

         
         Back when we’d lived here, we had been closer into town, in the midst of the huge pine trees that made up so much of the national
            forest in and around the town. But I could remember that on the outskirts, it had been more desertlike. And that was the exact
            kind of scenery here. The bright greens and dense forests were predominant here in Pagosa, but the craggy beauty that came
            with being so close to New Mexico and the desertlike area was an exception. Scattered cedar trees and brush filled the hills
            around the house.
         

         
         It was incredible in its own way.

         
         I stood there for a long time, then finally looked around. The SUV was still parked there. That was it though, vehicle-wise.

         
         But just as quickly as I glanced in that direction, I looked away. The last thing I needed was to risk the maybe Mr. Rhodes
            seeing me looking at his house, period, and thinking I was doing something he didn’t like. I didn’t need to get kicked out.
            I’d walk to my car with my eyes closed for the next month if I had to.
         

         
         I was here for a reason, and I didn’t have time to waste since I wasn’t sure how long I’d really be staying.

         
         I wouldn’t be staying if I didn’t give myself a reason to.

         
         And that’s what got me sliding into my car and heading out, not totally sure I knew what I was doing but knowing I had to
            do something.
         

         
         I waited until I got to way down the county road before looking up directions for the bank. I knew there was a branch in town;
            I’d checked to be on the safe side before coming. Five hours from Denver and four from Albuquerque, it was basically in the
            middle of nowhere, surrounded by small towns that even fewer people had ever heard of. There were two grocery stores, a few
            local banks and one major one, a tiny movie theater, and a pretty good amount of restaurants and breweries for the town’s
            size.
         

         
         Considering how booked the rentals were, I should have expected how busy town would be. It wasn’t like I didn’t know that
            Pagosa Springs relied heavily on tourism. As a kid, my mom used to complain about all the tourist traffic at the height of
            summer, getting frustrated at the grocery store when we’d have to park at the back of the lot.
         

         
         But the rest of my memories of Pagosa were cloudy. So much of it looked different; there were a ton more buildings than I remembered, but there was something about it that was still . . . familiar. The new Walmart was the exception. 

         
         Everything changed over time, after all.

         
         Hope again flared in my chest as I navigated my way down the highway. Maybe it didn’t look totally like what I remembered,
            but there was enough there that felt . . . right. Or maybe I was just imagining it.
         

         
         More than anything, this place was a fresh start. That was what I wanted. Sure, one of my worst memories had taken place here,
            but the rest of them—the best of them—overrode that.
         

         
         Life in Pagosa had begun, and time was ticking.

         
         The bank. Groceries. Maybe I could walk around and check out a few shops, see if anywhere was hiring or find a paper to look
            for ads there. I hadn’t had a normal job in over a decade, and it wasn’t like I had references I was willing to give anymore.
            Maybe I could stop by and see if Clara was working.
         

         
         And if I had time, I could log on and give Kaden a one-star review too.

         
          

         The small white sign in front of the shop said “HIRING” in bright orange letters.

         
         Tilting my head back, I read the name of the business. THE OUTDOOR EXPERIENCE. Peeking through the window, I saw a ton of
            people inside. There were racks of clothes, and a long counter formed an L-shape across two of the opposite walls. Inside,
            there was a woman zipping around from side to side behind the counter, looking exasperated as she helped as many people as
            she could who were all pointing at signs mounted to the walls. The most I could read was something about rentals.
         

         
         I hadn’t really had any expectations of what kind of job I could get, but after spending the last two hours ducking into one shop after another to explore, I was glad I didn’t have my heart set on anything. The only places with signs had been a fly-fishing store—I hadn’t been fishing in years, so I didn’t even bother asking—a music store that had been playing a song I knew too well and I’d turned around and walked back out instantly, and a shoe store. Both employees that had been working at the time had been in the back arguing so loud I heard every word, and I hadn’t bothered asking for an application there either. 

         
         And now, on the opposite end of town from where I was going to be staying, I’d ended up here.

         
         From memory, I knew the Outdoor Experience was an “outdoor outfitter”—aka store—that sold and rented everything you might
            need for outdoor activities: fishing, camping, archery, and more. It depended on the season.
         

         
         I didn’t know anything about . . . any of those things. Not anymore. I knew there were different types of fishing—fly-fishing,
            bottom-fishing . . . other kinds . . . of fishing—but that was it. I knew about bows and . . . crossbows. I knew what a tent
            was, and many, many years ago, I’d been a pro at setting one up. But that was the extent of my knowledge of the outdoors.
            I’d lived in a city with people who weren’t outdoorsy for too long, apparently.
         

         
         But none of that mattered because I was here for another reason. Not for a job or to buy anything. And honestly, I was just
            a little nervous.
         

         
         I hadn’t reached out to Clara in almost a year, not since everything had gone to shit, and even then I had only messaged her
            to tell her happy birthday. She didn’t know I’d split up with Kaden.
         

         
         Well, she probably knew now since apparently he was dating someone else and taking pictures with them.

         
         Yeah, he was getting that shit pie eventually.

         
         Deciding I’d thought enough about him for the week, I shoved Kaden out of my head and went in.

         
         I’d looked up pictures of the store when I’d still been in Utah and had been bored one night. Back when I’d been younger and
            would go home with Clara after school, sometimes her dad would bring us back to work with him and we’d play in the store if
            there weren’t customers or would hide in the back and do homework. From the looks of it though, the store had gotten renovated
            sometime recently. The flooring was tile, and on top of that, now everything was new and modern. It looked great.
         

         
         And very, very busy right then.

         
         Moseying through the store, I zeroed in on the woman behind the counter. The same one I’d spotted through the window. She
            was helping another family out. Beside her, a teenage girl was helping a couple. I had no clue who she was, but the woman,
            I did recognize. We hadn’t seen each other in person in twenty years, but we’d kept up enough over time that we were friends
            on Facebook.
         

         
         I smiled and figured I might as well wait. There was no rush getting back to the garage apartment. Sidestepping through racks
            of clothes, I wandered toward the back of the store where a big FISHING sign hung . . . and where there were a lot fewer people.
         

         
         Tiny, clear bags with all kinds of feathers and beads hung from waist-high rows of hooks. Huh. I picked up one bag with what
            looked like some kind of fur in it.
         

         
         That’s when I heard, “Can I help you with something?”

         
         I didn’t recognize Clara’s voice, but I’d creeped through the windows enough to know the person speaking was either her or the teenage girl. And the person talking wasn’t a teenager. 

         
         So I was smiling already as I turned around and came face-to-face with a person I recognized from the Facebook and Picturegram
            posts she’d made over the years.
         

         
         But I knew she didn’t recognize me when her mouth formed the pleasant, helpful smile of a person who owned a business. Clara
            had grown a few inches, and her curvy figure had hit voluptuous territory. She had inherited her Ute father’s rich brown skin
            and high cheekbones, and I could already tell she was as cute and sweet as she used to be.
         

         
         “Clara,” I said, grinning so wide my cheeks hurt.

         
         Her eyebrows went up just a little, and her voice was steady. “Hi. Do you . . . ?” Her eyelids came down quickly, and I was
            pretty sure her head bobbed a little before her dark brown eyes moved over my face and slowly she said, “Do I know you?”
         

         
         “You used to. We were best friends in elementary school and middle school.”

         
         My old friend’s eyebrows knit together for a moment, these thin, dark arches, before suddenly her face fell, her mouth hung
            open, and she gasped, “Oh! You stopped dyeing your hair!”
         

         
         A small reminder of the life I’d left behind. One where Mrs. Jones talked me into coloring it blonde “because you look so
            good that way.” But I let it go in one ear and out the other as I nodded. “It’s back to my natural color.” I’d hacked off
            the blonde that hadn’t finished growing out a couple months ago; it was why my hair was shorter than it had been in forever.
         

         
         “I haven’t heard from you in a year, you jerk!” she hissed, poking me in the shoulder. “Aurora!”

         
         And in the next blink of an eye, her arms were around me and my arms were around her and we were hugging.

         
         “What happened? What are you doing here?” she gasped, pulling back after a moment. We were about the same height, and I caught
            a little glimpse of the small gap between her two front teeth. “I tried texting you a few months ago, but the message bounced
            back!”
         

         
         Another reminder. But it was fine. “It’s kind of a long story, but I’m here. Visiting. Maybe staying.”

         
         Her dark eyes moved over my shoulder, and she seemed to be thinking about what I hadn’t said. Only because she’d looked behind
            me for the person who should have been here with me . . . if he wasn’t an asshole. “Are you by yourself?” she asked.
         

         
         And by that, she meant, Is Kaden with you? She was one of the few people who knew about him. “No, we’re not together anymore.” I smiled, thinking about that shit pie
            for a second.
         

         
         Clara blinked, and it took her a second to nod, but she did, her own smile taking over her face. “Well, I hope you’ll tell
            me the long story eventually. What are you doing here?”
         

         
         “I was in town; I just got here last night. I was walking around looking for a job, and I figured I might as well drop by
            and see you.” While we hadn’t been active-active in each other’s lives for a long time, we had managed to keep in touch. We’d
            texted each other Happy Thanksgiving and Merry Christmas and Happy Birthday for two decades.
         

         
         And since I’d split up with Kaden . . . I’d kind of fallen off the face of the planet. I hadn’t felt like talking about anything
            more than I already had.
         

         
         “You’re really planning on staying?”

         
         “Yeah. That’s my plan at least.”

         
         Clara looked pretty damn surprised.

         
         I knew how it seemed. No wonder she looked surprised.

         
         But I’d have to explain that I hadn’t really had a choice, even if I saw that it had been the best thing that could have happened.

         
         She blinked again and then smiled a little more brightly before gesturing toward the counter where the younger girl was, looking
            at us with a curious expression on her face. Her ponytail was lopsided, and she seemed just as tired as Clara. I knew she
            didn’t have kids, so maybe she was just an employee. They might have been going full speed all day. Based on the time, I’d
            bet all those rentals would be coming back pretty soon too. “Step into my office,” Clara suggested. “Let’s have a chat. I
            need to keep an eye out in case anyone else has any questions, and I want to hear about stuff.”
         

         
         I cracked a smile at her office and nodded, going to stand across from where the teenager was leaning and watching as Clara
            went around the counter to face the store. “Aurora, this is my niece, Jackie. Jackie, this is Aurora. We were best friends
            a long time ago.”
         

         
         The teenage girl’s eyes went a little wide, and I wondered why, but she waved.

         
         “Hi.” I waved back.

         
         “Where are you staying? You said you got here last night?” Clara asked.

         
         “I’m staying closer to Chimney Rock.” That was a national monument on the opposite end of town. “And, yeah, I drove in last
            night. I came into town to buy groceries and check out some of the shops. I figured I might as well come say hi while I was
            at it.”
         

         
         All I knew about Clara was that about a year ago her dad had gotten really ill, and she’d moved back to Pagosa from . . . Arizona? She had been married, and about eight years ago, her husband had died tragically in a drunk driving accident. I’d sent her flowers for the funeral when she’d posted about it. 

         
         “I’m glad you did,” she said, smiling wide. “I still can’t believe you’re here. Or that you’re even prettier in person than
            in your pictures. I’d kind of hoped it was an app with a really great filter, but it’s not.” Clara shook her head.
         

         
         “I didn’t do anything to deserve it. Anyway, how are you? How’s your dad?”

         
         It was only because I’d gotten so in tune with people’s suffering that I caught a hint of her wince. “I’m good. Really busy
            here. And Dad is . . . Dad’s doing okay. I’ve taken over running this place full-time.” Her face was tight. “He doesn’t come
            in here that much anymore. But I’d bet he’d love to see you if you’re planning on staying a while.”
         

         
         “I am, and I’d love to see him too.”

         
         Clara’s gaze strayed to her niece before returning to me, eyes narrowed. She looked at me a little too closely. “What kind
            of job are you looking for?”
         

         
         “What kind of job are you hiring for?” I asked her, joking. What the hell did I know about outdoor activities? Nothing. Not
            anymore. Just walking through the fishing section had been eye-opening.
         

         
         Mom would be so disappointed with me. She used to take me fishing all the time. Sometimes it had been the two of us, and sometimes
            her friends came too from what I remembered.
         

         
         Yet that was all a blank wall for me now.

         
         I wasn’t exaggerating. I didn’t recognize half of the stuff inside the store. More than that probably.

         
         The last twenty years without my mom had turned me into a city girl. I hadn’t been
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