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TWO YEARS AGO

Ashwood, MI

Cody

“I can’t believe you guys graduated! And that you’re leaving in August. I’ll miss you. I’m sorry I’m so emotional today...”

I gaze into my girlfriend Shannon’s mesmerizing hazel eyes as unshed tears wobble down her cheeks. I sweep my thumb across it and draw her into my arms. Smoothing her dark, flyaway curls, I smile. “We’ve got all summer together, baby. Our trip is coming up. Are you excited?” God knows I am. Two days ago, Shannon and I decided this is it. After dating for almost a year, we’re ready to go all the way.

A soft pink blush tinges her olive skin as she bites her bottom lip. “I can’t wait.”

As her hand grazes the front of my shorts, my dick hardens. I suck in a hiss. “Hell yeah.” My gaze roves over the little skirt that accentuates her long legs. She might not be an athlete, but her slim waist and perky ass are tighter than most of the cheerleaders’. Sweeping her hair past her shoulders, I finger the spaghetti strap of her tank and husk, “You look amazing. I’m not sure I can wait until this weekend.”

She smooths the lapel of my flannel and chuckles. “I don’t think you have a choice. Unless you want to do it right here... right now...”

Staring at our friends littering my back lawn, I bark a laugh. Since we’re both virgins—and introverted—I’m not sure we’re ready for that. I tickle her. “You’ve come out of your shell, but that might be pushing it.” She giggles. 

“Enough lovey bullshit, Williams. You two can get a room later. Time to get your party on!” My classmates roar in approval. 

I roll my eyes at my best friend, Brent Duray, as he shakes a can of pop and sprays it across my back yard in an arc. He plays to the crowd, whooping it up like a former football star craving the limelight. Introverted he is not. 

Shannon laughs, and I shake my head. “He’s insane. Thank God he’s going to be an hour away from me.”

Slapping me on the back, Duray cackles. “It isn’t that far, bro. And enemy schools? Hockey games are gonna be killer.”

I grin. Brent and I are die-hard hockey fans, and Northern Michigan University and Michigan Tech—my new school—are bitter rivals. We’ve already made a pact to meet up for the games. “I can’t wait. As long as they don’t interfere with my time with Shannon.” 

Brent scoffs. “You two see each other every day. And with your parents dating, who knows? You’ll be living together before you know it.”

Shannon’s shoulders stiffen as she stabs her index finger at Brent’s chest with a stern glare. “They’ve only been dating for six months. Don’t jinx it, Duray.” 

Unfortunately, our parents’ relationship is a sore spot for Shannon. She and I have been official since Halloween, but not two months after we witnessed that drug run at the Paulding Light, her mother Julia Desandes and my dad began dating. She hasn’t dealt with it well. 

As my dad holds Julia’s hand, I squeeze Shannon’s. I get it. It’s a little awkward seeing her mother and my father together. But Julia is good for Dad. I haven’t seen him smile like this since before my mother died of cancer. They just returned from Green Bay last weekend, and they’ve been walking around like two teenagers drunk on love.

“Jesus, I can’t believe this. Did you spike the fricking punch again Duray?” As Christa Evenson, Shannon’s best friend, ambles over, she shoves Brent. “What the hell? Every damn party...” Brent chortles as she hands her cup to Shannon. “Taste this.”

Shannon’s eyes widen as the cup passes beneath her nose. She flinches. “No way! I can smell it from here.” She smacks Brent’s shoulder. “What were you thinking? Sheriff Williams is right over there! With your father, no less.”

She hikes a thumb toward my dad who isn’t paying a bit of attention to us. As he mingles with the adults, including Brent’s father Brad Duray, his eyes are on Julia. 

I drape my arm around Shannon’s shoulder and laugh. “I don’t think Dad cares, baby.”

Brent snorts. “Yah, and my dad handed me the bottle of vodka. Best you can buy. Let loose for once, Evenson.”

Her lips curl up as she crosses her arms. “Thanks, but I’ve got more important things to do than nurse a hangover tomorrow.”

“Like studying for finals?”

Christa grimaces. “Among other things.”

Shannon pats her friend’s shoulder. The last few weeks have been tough for our group of friends. Shannon, Christa, and Shannon’s twin Shane are juniors with another week to go. We used to eat lunch together every day, but the girls are on their own. Christa’s dealing with issues at home, and being autistic and mostly nonverbal, Shane struggles with day-to-day things that come easy to the rest of us. 

“Shanna! Cody!”

Speak of the devil. As Shane stumbles toward us with his tablet around his neck and a red cup in hand, he gives Brent a goofy smile and his signature finger wiggle. As he fumbles with the keyboard, his British Alfred voice belts out, “Cheerio-my good man! Smashing punch!” Brent slaps him on the back with a chuckle, and Shane stumbles. 

Shannon turns to Brent. “Are you freaking kidding me? You got my brother drunk? What is wrong with you?” 

Fuck! Shane’s never had a drink in his life. I snarl at Brent. “Not cool, man.” Grabbing the cup from Shane’s hands, I toss the liquid onto the grass. He sways from side to side like a drunken sailor. Giving our parents a sidelong glance, I take the kid’s tablet and guide him to one of the lawn chairs. “We need to get him sober.” 

“Shannon, can I speak with you for a moment?”

As Dr. Desandes carries another tray of sandwiches to the tables set up on the patio, Shannon rolls her eyes. and grabs Brent by the arm. She marches him to Shane’s side. “Since you got my brother drunk, you get to watch him.”

She storms off toward her mother, and I smack Brent upside the back of his head. He laughs again. “What? Shaner needs to let loose sometimes, too. He’s just like you and me, bro. He just can’t tell us.” Shane tries to punch Brent’s shoulder but misses. And giggles.

Rolling my eyes, I hand Shane’s tablet to Christa. “Don’t let him go anywhere, all right? I’d better get him some food.”

All of a sudden, Shannon screeches, “Are you freaking serious right now? There’s no way!” 

Jesus, this is a shitshow. What now? I hightail it toward my dad, Julia, and Shannon all in a heated conversation at the refreshment table. Dad’s lips press together in a tight line as I approach. “What’s going on?”

Tears wobble at Shannon’s eyelids as she glowers at her mother. “You can’t seriously be considering this. Have you even stopped to think about what this—” She points at my Dad. “—means for the rest of us?”

Julia raises her chin... stubborn. Just like her daughter. “It’s happening whether you want it to or not.” She gives me a sidelong glance. “And I think it’s for the best that you two figure things out before then.”

Shannon shakes her head and stares at me. Her mouth opens and closes. A sob escapes her throat. She drops the tray of veggies on the table and points at her mother. “You had to do this today, didn’t you? Do you know what you’re asking?” Arching her brow, Julia raises her chin higher.

I try to take Shannon in my arms, but she wriggles free. I growl. “What the hell is going on?”

My dad pinches the bridge of his nose and sighs. “I proposed to Julia last week. We’re getting married.”

Oh, shit. 

As Julia sidles up next to my dad, her hand sporting the familiar two-carat diamond, a bright smile lights up her face. Their timing could have been better, but I’m not surprised. Last month, Dad asked me to go with him to the jewelry store in Duluth. He made me promise to keep it quiet until he was ready to propose. I didn’t think it would happen this soon.

I give Shannon a sidelong glance. “Um, that’s great, Dad... Julia. Congrats.”

Julia is all smiles as she hugs me. “Thank you, Cody. I knew you’d be happy for us. And I’m glad you agree with us.” Shannon glares at me as Dad eyes me warily. 

I frown. “Agree with what?”

“You knew about this?” Shannon bursts out crying. “I can’t do this.”

As she runs into the house, slamming the back door behind her, I cross my arms. “Dad?” He arches his bushy eyebrows and scratches the back of his head. I sigh. “Someone say something, for God’s sake.”

Julia clears her throat. “You’re leaving for college soon. In the wake of your dad and I getting married, we think it’s best if you and Shannon take a break from your relationship.”

What. The. Fuck?

Staring at my dad incredulously, I laugh. “Seriously?” As Dad stares at his feet, my smile disappears. “No fucking way.”

Julia links her arm with my dad’s. “You can’t be with my daughter while I’m married to your father. It isn’t proper. She’ll be your stepsister. Any kind of relationship you guys might have—or are trying to have—it’s simply wrong.” Julia grew up in a strict Catholic home, but I didn’t think she practiced so devoutly.

Crossing my arms, I throw my legs wide and glare at my dad. He pulls at the collar of his shirt. Guilt wafts from him like a bad gas leak. 

I turn to Julia with a huff. “You found out about our camping trip.” 

Julia’s nose wrinkles as she sniffs. “Shannon won’t be going. I’ve signed her up to work as a camp counselor at the YMCA.” One of the guests approaches us, and Julia pats my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Cody, but it’s for the best.” She returns to her hostess duties as if she didn’t just detonate the mother of all bombs in our lives. 

A myriad of emotions prickle across my scalp. Pulling my dad aside, I mutter, “I can’t believe you’re going along with this. I talked to you about this two weeks ago. Last week, you gave Shannon and I your blessing.” Not to mention a fucking lecture about safe sex. Like I’d risk my full-ride scholarship by getting my girlfriend pregnant. 

Dad shakes his head. “The situation has changed. Julia called Phil a few days ago and told him we were engaged. You can imagine how that went. They argued. He demanded to know how it was going to work with you and Shannon being... well, what you are. Julia assured him you two weren’t anything but friends. And then she looked to me.” He shakes his head. 

Pain erupts in my heart. “You told Julia about our trip? Why? She was better off not knowing. You told me that!”

His shoulders slump. “I’m sorry son, but I can’t lie to the woman I’m marrying. It’s never good to start a relationship that way. Julia’s always had a hangup about Shannon and you having sex.” He shakes his head. “And Phil’s made it clear he doesn’t approve of your relationship.” 

“You mean he doesn’t want Julia marrying you.” 

Frustration niggles at the back of my throat. Shannon’s father, Phil Colfax has never liked Dad. He’s been an asshole since the Paulding Light fiasco. After he found out Dad and Julia were dating, he went ballistic. He even blamed Dad for our kidnappings. Personally, I think Phil’s still hung up on his ex-wife. 

“Shannon and I have been dating longer than you and Julia. Why isn’t he blaming you two? It’s your mess. And claiming Shannon and I will be brother and sister is ridiculous!” 

Dad pinches the bridge of his nose and sighs. “Look, I might not agree with their twisted logic, but I have no control over this. Julia and Phil are her parents. I have to defer to their judgment.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re marrying the woman and part of the problem. You should have a voice.”

He closes his eyes. “It isn’t that simple. Shannon’s only seventeen. You’re of age. If Phil pushes it, he could make a big stink.” He lowers his voice. “You want something like statutory rape on your record?”

I back away from him. “No court would ever let that happen, and you know it.”

“It probably won’t fly. But why take the chance?” He claps a hand on my shoulder. “Son, I know this isn’t ideal, but Julia’s right. This is for the best. I don’t want you and Shannon emotionally connected before you go off to college. You have your whole life in front of you.” He clears his throat. “Sex always complicates things.”

Standing taller, I push away from him. “You don’t think that Shan and I are already there? I love her. I don’t care what you guys think. This is bullshit. Why should we sacrifice our relationship when we dated first?”

He sticks his hands in his pockets. “Julia and I were sort of talking before you kids got together.”

I glare at him. “When was your first date?” His cheeks turn ruddy, and I nod. “Yeah, I thought so. We love each other, and you can’t stop that no matter your demands.”

Julia’s indignant scoff interrupts us. “What do you two know about love? You’re kids. You’ll get over it. It’s just high school.”

I clench my fists. “Are you fucking kidding me? After everything Shannon and I have been through the last year, why are you acting like such a —”

My dad steps between me and Julia and barks, “Enough! No matter the conflict, you won’t disrespect Julia in my presence. Understood?”

The words lodge in my throat as a small crowd gathers around us. I pump my fists at my sides attempting to control the rage that holds my heart hostage, counting to ten and channeling my anger like my karate sensei taught me. Nothing is working. Like an ocean wave, the fury hits me harder with each crash.

Crossing my arms, I hold my head high. “Shannon and I aren’t breaking up. You can’t force us to do anything.”

Shoving her fists against her hips, Julia snorts. “The heck I can’t. I’m her mother. She’s underage. She has no choice.”

I glance around the yard at my friends, laughing and carrying on as if they don’t have a care in the world while mine is imploding. As my father stands next to his fiancée, fully supportive of her lunacy, I glower at him. “I’ve never been more ashamed to call you my father.” His dark eyes narrow, and I say, “I hope you two are happy. You’ve both ruined our lives.”

As my father’s shoulders slump, Julia places her hand on his arm. “This is the best decision. For all of us. Including Shannon”

I scowl. “Whatever. You might think that now, but don’t blame me when this all goes to hell. Shannon and I are end game. Get used to it.”

Bursting away from the crowd, I rush inside. I have to find my girl before she takes all of this to heart. 

No way in hell is this over.

*****
[image: ]


Shannon

Tears splash onto my pillowcase as I bury my face and drink in Cody’s lingering scent. Leather and pinecones, and everything Northwoods... right now, it’s the only thing that can sooth my aching soul. For a year, I’ve bathed myself in it, counting my blessings that a boy like Cody Williams wanted a plain girl like me. We’ve done everything together... save for sharing ourselves. 

And now, my mother’s ruined that, too.

It’s been two days since the graduation party, and I haven’t seen Cody. After my mother’s ultimatum that he and I end our relationship, I took off. I couldn’t stay there and listen to her or Sheriff Williams condemn us as sexual deviants. Save for heavy make-out sessions and light touching, he and I haven’t gone any farther. 

And now, we never will.

I pick up the small heart-shaped frame that Cody gave me for my birthday and pass my fingertip over the picture I placed in it. This is my favorite shot. We were hiking the North Country Trail when he threw his pack on the ground and found a walking stick. Posing in the woods with his hiking boot propped on a boulder, he stuffed his free hand in his pocket and flashed his signature lopsided grin. His turquoise eyes sparkled, matching his flannel perfectly. 

We were supposed to leave for our camping trip today and make new memories. My mother officially nixed that. Cody has tried to call, but she refuses to let me speak to him. The day after the party, she confiscated my phone and car keys and grounded me for the entire summer. 

I swipe the tears from my cheeks. “I miss you so much.” Not that I’ll have time to wallow in my sorrow. My mother signed me up as a camp counselor for the YMCA. Apparently, spending five days a week babysitting six- and seven-year-olds looks impressive on college applications. And this morning, she gave me a stack of ACT prep manuals to study at night. It seems the 30 I scored last spring isn’t good enough for Julia Desandes. 

What is?

Plopping against my pillows with a defeated sigh, I shake my head, praying this nightmare ends. Obviously, my mother isn’t thinking rationally. She won’t even let me talk to Christa or Brent. She’s hiding me away in this house—this prison—but for what? 

Right now, I’m laying low and biding my time. Hopefully, she’ll come to her senses. I snort. Sure, I’ll keep telling myself that. It doesn’t change the fact that she and Sheriff Williams are getting married.

I never thought about this possibility. They’ve been dating almost as long as Cody and I have. I wasn’t crazy about the idea, but it never occurred to me that they’d get engaged after just six months. 

Demanding that Cody and I break up was the kicker: 

“It won’t look good, Shannon. What will people think? Besides, this thing with Cody... it’s just puppy love. Relationships that start in high school never last. Look at your father and me. Cody’s leaving for college soon. He’ll find someone that has common interests, and he’ll forget you. I’m doing you a favor... saving you the heartache.” 

My bottom lip quivers as I close my eyes. Humiliating me further, my mother informed my father about mine and Cody’s camping trip. Dad called me last night, irate. While my Nonna stood by praying with her rosary in hand, he spent an hour yelling at me about how sex is a sin before marriage and I’m too young to be thinking of such things:

“I don’t know what the hell is going on in that redneck town, but having a relationship with your stepbrother is incestuous. Forbidden. Your mother and I both agree for once.”

A deep ache penetrates my chest wall as I hug my pillow. Are they right? Being with Cody doesn’t feel wrong. I shake my head it doesn’t matter. The last three days, my mother’s made it clear that Cody and I can’t be together: 

“Your father’s threatening to take me to court for custody of you if this continues. Don’t you want to stay with Christa for senior year? And what about your brother? If your Dad wins, it will destroy Shane.”

I swipe the tears from my eyes. “Guilt... what a great weapon.”

“Shanna?” 

As my twin knocks on my door, peeking into my room, I burst off the bed. “Not now, Shane!” I try to shut him out, but he sticks his hand in the door. He holds out his tablet. I take it and Cody’s face comes into view. I choke out a sob. “Cody?”

“Hey, baby. How’re you doing?”

“Hold on.” Glancing down the hall, I open the door. Mom’s at work today, but I’m not supposed to talk to anyone. Mrs. Bearpaw is under strict orders to enforce it. At this point, I’m not sure what else they can take from me. Although, I don’t want Shane to lose his tablet privileges because of me.

Our twin vibe alights, and he pushes his device in my hand, pointing to the stairs. I give him a watery smile. “You’re the best brother in the world.” A lopsided grin ticks up at his lip as he plops onto the landing... my silent guardian.

Closing my door, I sit on my bed. With the tablet on my lap, I pull up the video call and give the boy I fell in love with a watery smile. “Pretty smart to call my brother. I miss you.”

Cody’s turquoise eyes glimmer as a sad smile passes across his lips. “I miss you, too. Shane called me, actually. He’s worried about us.” Dark circles rim his eyes as he rakes his fingers through his sandy blond curls. “I wish we could get this figured out. Dad feels for us, but he can’t reason with Julia. She refuses to talk about it. I think she blocked my number from your phone.”

I shake my head. “I’m so sorry. She took my phone. She’s lost it. I don’t know what to do.”

“And your dad?”

I huff. “He’s on my case, too. Our household has become a war zone.” I sough loudly. “He even threatened to drive up here. Thank God he’s got some charity benefit for the team that he can’t miss. It doesn’t stop his meddling. He calls Mom twice a day just to be sure I’m behaving.”

“I’m not giving up,” Cody says. “A couple of weeks and this’ll all blow over. I promise.”

“I don’t know... they’re determined to keep us apart.” Dragging my pillow onto my lap, I toy with the fringe. “Are they right? I mean when they marry, technically you’ll be my brother.”

A deep line forms at the bridge of Cody’s nose as he sneers. “No! How can you even think that? We didn’t grow up together. And the feelings I have for you sure as hell aren’t sisterly.”

“Mom claims your dad is planning on moving in soon.”

Cody scoffs. “That’s news to me. I might be going to college, but I won’t leave the home I grew up in. They can’t force us to break up.” 

I hang my head. “Technically, they can. I’m only seventeen. I’m underage. Mom and dad have hit me with that a million times in the last three days. And your dad isn’t fighting it.”

He glares at me. “I thought we both agreed they’re all fucking crazy. We started dating first. You’ve been my girlfriend a lot longer.”

Playing with the edge of my comforter, I bite my lip. “I know. But my mother made a point. What will people think if they realize I’m both your girlfriend and your stepsister?” I shudder. “It feels wrong.”

Cody’s eyes narrow. “What is this? Two weeks ago, we made plans to lose our virginities, and you said it felt right.”

“Our parents weren’t engaged then. It changes things.” I can’t look him in the eyes as I whisper, “I’m not sure we can keep doing this. It seems like our parents have already thought everything through and we’re just catching the live show.”

His jaws clench as he bites out, “I can’t believe this shit. You’re gonna give up on us, after everything we’ve been through, because of what other people might think?”

I suck in a sniffle and grab a tissue. “I don’t know what to do. My dad said I have no choice but to end this unless I want you to...” Cody’s eyes narrow, and I swallow hard. “He threatened to call the authorities and report you. You’re an adult and I’m underage.” I curl my fingers into air quotes.

Cody rolls his eyes. “My dad is the sheriff. There’s no way in hell any lawyer would take that case.”

“You don’t know my dad! He knows people... he can make life difficult for my brother and me.” I inhale, attempting to stave off the tears. “I don’t want anyone to get in trouble.”

His nostrils flare as his lips purse. “What you’re saying is you don’t want to fight for us.” 

I choke back a sob. “That isn’t true! I—”

“Look, I don’t need this shit. I’ve got too much going on, leaving for school in August. If you want to break up with me because of something this stupid, that’s on you.”

Dabbing the tears from my cheeks, I shake my head. “It isn’t what I want, but nobody is giving me any choice. Last night, my dad threatened to take my mother to court to fight for custody of me and Shane. If I have to move to Illinois for my senior year of high school, I don’t know how I’ll survive. And my brother...” Shane knocks twice on the door... my signal that Mrs. Bearpaw, our housekeeper, is coming up the stairs. “Damnit, I have to go.”

He glares at me. “So, what are you saying? Are we done?”

Tears roll down my cheeks, and I swipe them away. “I’m sorry, Cody. I love you so much, but I don’t know how—”

The muscles in his jaw jump. “I’m not worth it. I get it. Whatever.” His chin juts out. “FYI, you were to me.”

As I hold my breath, two beeps and a blank screen follow. My body trembles. “He hung up on me?” 

That’s it. Cody and I are through. My chest heaves. Sobs wrack my body. Placing the tablet on my nightstand, I bury my head in my pillow, unable to restrain the emotions poisoning my soul.

My bedroom door opens, and Mrs. Bearpaw peeks in. “Shannon, love?” Sidling up next to me, she strokes my hair. “It’ll be all right.”

I can’t do this. I can’t please everyone... my mother, my father, Cody. Nothing will ever be right again.

I hand her Shane’s tablet and shake my head. “Let my mother know it’s over. I hope everyone is happy.” 
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TWO YEARS LATER

Northern Michigan University

Marquette, MI

“Do you want the right side of the closet or the left?”

Glancing up from the pile of boxes I’ve been digging in for an hour, I brush my short bangs from my eyes and smile at my new roommate, Lacey Mathers. “I don’t have a preference. You don’t have to move things just for me.” 

I scan the small, curtained cubbyhole of my new dorm room, the left half cleared. A twin loft and empty desk and dresser sit against the far wall. I sigh. The closet I had in Chicago was three times the size. 

It is what it is.

“Preference?” Grinning broadly, the athletic blond wrinkles her nose and picks up the Shakespearean dictionary I placed on my desk. I give her a sidelong glance, awaiting her judgment. Nerd, geek, teacher’s pet... I’ve heard it all. Turning it over, she merely scans the cover before handing it to me. “An English major, hey?”

Removing spiral notebooks from another box, I relax. “It’s that obvious?” 

Her ponytail swishes across her shoulder in a cascade of bouncy curls as she chuckles. “None of my previous roommates spoke such proper English. Although I can’t count my first roommate. She was Russian.” 

The hair at the back of my neck tingles as I halt my unpacking. “How many suitemates have you had?” Hopefully, this isn’t a bad omen. Hellish professors, food-poisoning, after-party assaults... if anyone will become a walking statistic on a college campus, it’ll be me. 

Lacey kicks off her tennis shoes and plops onto her bed, wrinkling her pink and purple comforter covered with hearts. Stripping off her socks, she folds her long legs beneath her bottom and purses her lips. “This year, you’re my third. The first girl quit school after a week, and the second transferred to MSU. Last year, I went through two. The Russian girl was last year. She was friendly, I just couldn’t understand a dang thing she said.”

Four roommates in two years? I gape at her before sealing my mouth shut. Damn, karma has it out for me. “What year are you?”

“Sophomore.” Lacey sniggers. “Nobody will match with me during room assignments. My boyfriend says I’m cursed.” Grabbing the life-sized panda bear that sits on her bed, she hugs it and sticks her bottom lip out in a feigned pout before issuing a mischievous grin. “Mwah-hah-hah.”

Barking a laugh, I unzip the pouch containing my lucky pens and sort them across my desk. Without a second thought, I pop off the cap of one, stick it between my teeth and chew on the end. She arches her eyebrow. I wrinkle my nose and yank the plastic from my mouth. “Sorry. Every pen I own resembles a poodle’s chew toy.” It’s a nervous tick that began in the sixth grade. It isn’t the only bad habit I have, but it’s one of the worst. She’ll discover all of them soon enough. I hold up the cap and wince. “It was a long trip here.” 

“No worries.” Lacey waves it off. “There are things I do that’ll drive you crazy too. Just you wait.”

I chuckle with her. I can’t imagine this sweet-natured girl has many vices, although I just met her fifteen minutes ago. At least she’s friendly. I’ve suffered through enough stereotypical hot-girl classmates who size me up and snub me because I don’t belong in their world. At least Lacey introduced herself without a second glance at my eclectic clothes or short hair.

She can’t be any worse than my last roommate. 

My smile fades, and my heart rate accelerates as my chest heaves. A deep ache pierces my soul. Burying my nose in my boxes, I wipe the moisture from my eyelashes and curse the current shit show that is my life. 

I returned to the Upper Peninsula in November after two years of living with my father in Illinois. I had no choice but to leave. The day before Halloween, my father killed himself. 

He and I weren’t close. As a PR executive with the Chicago Bulls, Phil Colfax wined and dined people with the best of them. But father of the year he was not. I hardly saw him growing up. He and my mother divorced when I was five, and over the years, he never had time for my twin brother Shane or me. 

His attitude changed my junior year of high school when my mother, an ER physician, moved us to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan for work. She fell in love with my high school boyfriend’s father, and Dad became a control freak, demanding Mom keep him updated about everything Shane and I did. They fought constantly. The situation escalated after Mom announced she and Sheriff Williams were getting married—hence the launch of my terrible, no good, unbelievably bad year. 

Make that years.

I pinch the taut sinew at the right side of my neck as the endless tears I’ve shed the last three months clog my throat. To say I’m stressed is an understatement. In the midst of coping with my dad’s death, the thought of returning home while my mother plans her wedding gives me a migraine. 

I’m not sure how I feel about transferring schools at this point. Once upon a time, I needed to escape Michigan and my mother’s drama. Moving away was supposed to be my fresh start. But I didn’t belong in Illinois with my dad, either.

Flouncing up, I tear into the box sitting upon my dresser. Right now, I don’t want to think about my father’s death or my mother’s betrayal. Neither deserve space in my thoughts. 

Throwing my socks and underwear in the top drawer, I slam it shut, hoping to drive the incessant nightmares from my mind. As I kick one of the empty boxes with a growl, Lacey stares at me intently from her bed. 

Heat spreads across my face as I shift my weight from foot to foot. “Sorry.” Her eyes widen. Flipping my short bangs from my eyes, I give her a sidelong glance. “What is it?”

She sits up and pats her crimson cheeks. “Nothing! I’m sorry—I mean... God, I love your hair.” 

Tousling my short waves, I arch my brow. Is she for real? Nobody has ever given me compliments on my looks, especially the ball of frizz on my head. “Seriously?”

Just a note: Lacey is gorgeous. No doubt she has frat boys lining up for her number. Her light hair looks natural, not bleach dyed like the bottle-blond girls in Illinois. Her almond-shaped eyes, the color of Lake Superior on a blue-sky day, glimmer as a dimple pops at her right cheek.

She lifts one of her perfectly tousled, beach-wave locks and sighs dramatically. “I wish I could cut mine that short and have it fall so perfectly. Mine’s so fine and drab. If I tried a pixie, it would just lay limp. The blending on your faded sides is perfect.” 

Glancing in the mirror that hangs on the wall between our closets, I fork my fingers through the dark strands. “It hasn’t always been this short. I cut it three months ago. My hair is usually a mop. I can’t do anything with it. I’d give anything to have your bouncy curls.” 

“These aren’t real. I used curlers last night and a bottle of hairspray to achieve this. My boyfriend’s returning from winter break tonight, and I wanted to look sexy for him. Normally, I have stick straight hair that I pull into a boring ponytail.”

Relaxing my shoulders, I smile at her warmly. “So, you’re no-nonsense? My kind of girl.” 

A bright smile lights up her cherubic face. She’s endearing with a touch of innocence thrown in for good measure. Her honesty is refreshing, especially when so many women tear each other down. 

Lacey’s taller than me, five-foot-seven or so. She isn’t one of those super-skinny cheerleader types. She’s solid—athletic. I glance at her dresser. Posters of the women’s USA volleyball team decorate the wall behind it. I point at the picture. “Did you play in high school?” 

“Yeah. I was hoping to receive a scholarship to play here, but my mom and dad want me to focus on my studies instead of sports. I joined an intramural league, though.” Her eyes sparkle. “If you want, you can play our next match.”

I smother a laugh. “I guarantee nobody wants me on their team. I trip over my feet while walking up the stairs. But I’ll come watch. What are you studying?”

“Psychology. I’m doing the combined BA/MA degree. Hopefully, I’ll finish a year early. You’re a sophomore?”

Biting my lip, I shrug. “Who knows? I might be on the six-year plan.” 

She cocks her head. “What’s your focus?”

“Secondary education in Literature. I finished most of my gen-eds, and I took a few teaching classes last summer.” Freeing my messenger bag from the closet, I remove my laptop and set it on my desk. As a picture of my brother, Shane, tumbles from its depths, I kiss it and stick it in the corner of the screen. 

Lacey jumps off the bed. Grabbing the photo, she grins. “Aw, he’s cute! Is this your boyfriend?”

I laugh. “No, he’s my twin brother.”

Lacey’s light eyebrows shoot up. “You’re a twin? Cool!”

I hear that a lot. Too much, honestly. You know what’s cool about being a fraternal twin? Nothing. Shane and I are no different than siblings that grew up together. We just happen to share the same birthday.

“Where does he go to school? Is he here at NMU?”

I freeze. I hate explaining my brother’s autism to people. I never know if I should, and he hates it when I try. Except for the fact that he can’t talk, he’s as normal as you and me. 

Well...maybe not. He uses a tablet to communicate with us, and sometimes his words don’t make sense because he processes things differently. And his ticks and obsessions drive me insane. Still, I wouldn’t give him up for anything. He’s my best friend in the world... the only one in my family I can trust. 

Taking the picture from Lacey’s hands, I set it next to my alarm clock and opt for simple. “He’s still in high school.” 

Respectfully, she nods. “The R.A. mentioned you’re from the Western part of the peninsula. Do your parents still live there?”

“My mom and brother do. That’s where I went to high school. My dad...” A distinct tingle sits at the bridge of my nose as tears sit at my eyelids. My lips tremble. 

Dark spots dance in my vision as I rub my eyes, hoping to clear the horrible memories. Not that it will help. No matter how much time passes, I’ll never forget coming home from school and finding my dad hanging from the attic door in his closet. 

I clear my throat. “Um, he died in October. I lived with him the past two years as I went to school at Northeastern Illinois University in Chicago.”

Her eyes widen. I lean back, my heart stomping against my chest as she flings her arms around me. “Oh my God, Shannon. I’m so sorry. That’s awful!”

My stomach twists as I swallow the ache and cling to her. She squeezes me tighter, and my pain subsides. I’m feeling better about my new dorm mate. She’s sugary sweetness wrapped in a cozy package of empathy. Her hugs are magical.

After a few moments, she releases me with a sympathetic smile. I nod. “Thanks. That’s why I transferred here. My mom wanted me to go to a school in Michigan. Apparently, the tuition is cheaper.” 

That’s the reason I give people to make myself feel better, but it’s the farthest thing from the truth. I didn’t want to leave NIUC. Settled into my honors program, I ranked at the top of my class while tackling an intense academic workload. 

Until my dad killed himself.

Despite my professors’ efforts to give me extended deadlines on my classes, I couldn’t finish the semester. Still, I had every intention of returning to the program this year. I even arranged for a job on campus to help pay for an apartment. Once again, my mother didn’t give me a choice. Dad’s insurance barely covered his funeral costs, and she refused to pay for my tuition unless I relocated to a local university. She wanted me home after the ‘hell your father put me through’. 

God, if she only knew. 

“My parents told me the same thing. It was tough at first, especially with my roommate issues. At least now I have a boyfriend to—” Lacey blinks and stares at the clock. “Damnit, is it five-thirty already? I’ve got to finish my make-up.” She hurries into the bathroom we share with our next-door neighbors. After a quick knock, she disappears behind the door. “I haven’t met our bathroom mates yet. Hopefully, we’ll mesh, and we can just leave the rooms open like a big apartment.” She shuts the door behind her.

I release a breath, overwhelmed with the emotions of this day. Getting to know my roommate is important, but I’m not accustomed to her chattiness. Although, that might work in my favor. With all the crap in my life, having an outgoing roommate could be the perfect distraction.

I might gain a friend.

It’s been three years since I’ve had a close relationship with anyone. My best friend from high school, Christa Evanson, moved to Colorado a year ago, and we haven’t stayed connected as much as I wanted. I’m not sure she even knows my dad died. 

The last time I saw her was at her graduation party. At the time, I was the worst friend ever. I was leaving for Illinois and too upset to care about anyone else. Her home life sucked, too. Her alcoholic mom had checked into rehab, leaving her to take care of her younger brother. We’d both gotten drunk, throwing ourselves the ultimate pity party. 

Lacey emerges from the bathroom. “Forgot my shower kit!” She waves at me before disappearing again. 

Resuming my unpacking, I sit taller. I can make this work. Being back in the U.P. sucks, but I was drowning in Illinois. It’s a new semester at a new school with a new roommate. Perhaps it won’t be as awful as I think. 

Now if only my psyche would receive the message.

After emptying most of my boxes, I sit on my bed and stare out the window. It’s early January, and two feet of snow covers the campus. Soft flakes pile upon the sill, and I press my palm against the glass. The dreary cold seeps through, sending a rush of melancholy through my veins. 

Two students hike across the quad on snowshoes, and memories drone through me—happier times that I can’t seem to recreate. Shrieks of laughter and joy emanate from below as they blow off steam with a snowball fight. One of the girls squeals as a tall guy rushes toward her and stuffs a snowball down her coat. He picks her up and swings her around. As he kisses her pinkened cheek, his smile widens. 

A hauntingly familiar lopsided grin infiltrates my mind. Cody Williams, the first boy I ever loved... Now, my mother’s fiancé’s son.

He was my best friend. We did everything together... exploring the forests on snowshoes and tubing on Silvercap Mountain with him and his best friend Brent Duray. Cody introduced me to everything winter. And summer. And every season in between. Even though we only dated for eight months, he and I spent every waking moment together. 

I reach into my nightstand. As my fingers graze the heart-shaped picture frame I take everywhere, I swallow the lump stuck at the back of my throat. Passing a finger over the two-year-old snapshot of him posing in my favorite turquoise flannel, I inhale deeply and let every emotion good and bad flow through me. 

He looked happy. Why wouldn’t he? He’d just graduated valedictorian from Ashwood High with a full academic scholarship to his first-choice school, and we were going strong. We trekked the falls that day, making promises to one another that we never kept because a week later, my mother and Sheriff Williams announced their engagement. 

Rubbing salt in that festering wound, three days ago they confirmed that they plan to marry the first week in August. In eight short months, Cody will be my stepbrother. 

Clutching the picture against my chest, I absorb the pain still scarring my soul. I loved him so much. I still do. Despite what my mother believes, our relationship wasn’t first-love syndrome—or puppy love. 

My mind veers back to the graduation party from hell... the day our parents upended our lives. I absolutely crushed Cody when I ended our relationship. I didn’t want to break up with him, but my mother’s demands overruled my feelings. When I stood my ground, she did the worst thing possible—she called my father. Both Dad and my supremely religious Nonna were outraged. 

“Break off your incestuous relationship with the sheriff’s son or I’ll contact child services.” 

I was only seventeen. Had my dad pushed his threats, both Shane and I would have suffered. After a year of struggle, my brother had settled into a routine. He was happy in Ashwood. I didn’t want to leave everything I’d come to love, but what choice did I have?

Not that I spent much time my senior year doing anything but wallowing in darkness. Mom harped on me every chance she could to forget the past and get on with my life. She volunteered me for babysitting jobs and shifts in the hospital gift shop. Nothing helped. I went to school and kept up my grades, but that’s all I had the energy for. I slept more often than not, desperately clinging to dreams of reuniting with Cody.

My mother finally sent me to a therapist who suggested I communicate my feelings—her words. A lot of good that did. Julia Desandes is a stubborn woman. She accused me of sabotaging her happiness, of caring more about myself than how much she and Sheriff Williams love each other. Did she ever stop to think how their plans affected Cody or me? 

Apparently fed up with my misery, she and my father decided the more distance between me and my problem the better. They arranged for me to attend college in Illinois. At first, I fought their decision. In April, I turned eighteen. They couldn’t force me to do anything, right?

They didn’t have to. During spring break, while I visited a few colleges in Wisconsin and Michigan, Cody brought his new girlfriend Janna home. My mother was ecstatic. It validated her conviction that my relationship with Cody wasn’t everlasting. That he’d moved on only solidified it. So, the day after my high school graduation, I left. I couldn’t be near Cody. Seeing him with someone else was just a reminder of everything we’d lost. 

Living with my dad was supposed to be a fresh start. God, I was so wrong. Now I’ve returned, a glutton for punishment as I shoulder my mother’s drama, my father’s death, and a new school, knowing Cody’s only an hour down the road at Michigan Tech University.

I press my forehead to the cool glass, my soul bleeding into every cell of my body. As much as I want to forget Cody and heal, reminiscing about what we had is the only thing that keeps me grounded. Hugging my knees to my chest, I close my eyes and allow the loneliness to flow through me. As a dark cloud wanders through my heart, I snatch a tissue from my desk and blow my nose. 

It’s twisted, right? It’s my cross to bear. Half my heart is chained to pain, and this penance reminds me that it was my fault. I gave up on us. 

Even if I wanted him back, it’s too late. Cody’s been dating Janna Caufield for over a year, and it seems to be getting serious. Sheriff Williams and Janna’s father are good friends, and Mom often mentions dining with her and her family. I’ve never met Janna, and I have no clue what she looks like. Apparently, Mom believes she and Cody look perfect together. 

Since she and Cody have been dating for almost two years, I expect their engagement announcement soon. I’m dreading it already. I can picture her in the kitchen helping my mother bake pies at Christmas or planning birthday parties for Cody. 

Thanks, Mom.

Clenching my jaw, I swipe the tears from my cheeks. Despite time and distance, my relationship with my mom isn’t good. How can I be happy for her when she’s the reason the other half of my heart burns with rage? She dated my boyfriend’s father, demanded I break up with said boyfriend after their engagement, threatened my college education, and sent me to live with a man I barely knew... one that had serious mental issues. Now, she talks about Cody’s girlfriend as if she’s already a part of the family. She probably is. I’ve been gone for two years, right? I’m a stranger to all of them.

As Lacey’s sweet voice filters through the bathroom door, belting out Beyoncé, I grumble a curse and push off the bed. I collect my clean bed linens from my desk, fluff my sheets and comforter across the twin mattress, stuff my pillows into their cases, and toss them at the head. The feeling of being settled eludes me. 

Plunking onto my newly made loft, I glance around the room and sigh. How long will it take before my life returns to normal? I’m an emotional mess. My chest aches so deeply that I’m numb to everything. I can’t keep torturing myself about the past. Everyone’s moved on. Cody’s happy with his girlfriend. So are my mother and Sheriff Williams. None of them have any idea what the last eighteen months of my life were like with my father, and they don’t care. 

“Screw all of them.” 

I need to live my own life. With any luck, Lacey will introduce me to new people and experiences. She has a boyfriend, right? Maybe he can set me up with someone. 

As if on cue, a thunderous knock vibrates off the walls. “Heya, Shannon? Can you answer that? It’s Brent.”

My heart drums against my chest as my past barrels through me like a band of marines. “Did she say—? There’s no way...” Traipsing to the door, I swing it wide. A gasp clogs my throat as I stare at the familiar, beefy blond guy standing in front of me. Is there an atmospheric vortex in here?

“Brent Duray? What are you doing here?”
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“JEEZ! Colfax? Is that you?” 

With a bark of laughter, my high school nemesis-turned-friend, Brent Duray, steps inside our room. Flexing his thick biceps, he grabs me and gives me a bear hug. 

I clutch him like a lifeline as tears stream down my face. Tap my tear ducts and employ them as a renewable energy source. Could this day get any more emotional? “I can’t believe you’re here.”

Amid my pity party, seeing a familiar face, even one tied so closely to my past, helps. Brent’s a year older than me—and one of Cody’s best friends. We often hung together during their senior year, our bond solidified after we witnessed and exposed a drug ring at one of the abandoned copper mines near our hometown. 

The drug runners that kidnapped Cody, Shane and I had abducted Brent as well. We escaped our captors, but the man in charge of the operation almost tortured Brent to death. After the police found him, he spent two weeks in the hospital for significant injuries and severe hydration. Cody, Brent, and I made a pact not to mention our high school ordeal—ever.

He squeezes me with a bear-like growl before depositing me upon the floor. I laugh. “I heard you were going to school here, but I didn’t expect to see you so soon. You haven’t changed at all.”

Brent runs a palm across his short buzz cut, his green eyes gleaming mischievously. “What do you mean? I spend two whole minutes a day on this.” His eyes widen. “Damn, look at you! I hardly recognized you. What happened to that mop on your head?”

Forking my fingers through my hair, I bite my lip and shrug. “I got sick of it. You’re dating Lacey?”

“Ya. Almost two months now. I met her at the arena, and we hit it off pretty good.”

I wrinkle my nose, forcing down the urge to play grammar Nazi. “That’s cool. She seems sweet.” 

He sits on Lacey’s desk chair and faces me, swiping his massive hand across the back of his neck. “I’m sorry about your dad. Pop saw Sheriff Williams a while back. Said you and your mom spent a month in Chicago to work out the funeral details. He mentioned you were moving back. How’re you holding up?”

His solemn gaze settles upon my face, and my smile fades. Any mention of my dad’s suicide still strikes a raw nerve. Although his senior year, Brent found his uncle dead from a drug overdose, so his sentiments mean more to me than most.

I fidget with the edge of my comforter. “I’m okay. You know how it is.”

He grunts. “Have you seen Cody since you’ve been back?”

My nostrils flare as I press my lips into a firm line. “No. He didn’t come home for Christmas. Sheriff Williams said he studied overseas last semester. He was supposed to return a few days ago, but his flight was delayed.” I look at him pointedly. “What about you? Have you seen him?”

His right eyebrow shoots up. “Occasionally. He’s buried himself in his books up at Tech.”

Hoping to God I don’t cry again, I suppress the bitterness that permanently lives in my heart. “He can’t be too miserable. Mom says he and his girlfriend are hot and heavy. I’m expecting their engagement any day.”

With a veiled glance, Brent sighs. “Did you expect him to remain single? You hurt him when you broke it off.”

Tears spring to my eyes, and I blink rapidly. Damnit, damnit, damnit! Swallowing hard, I give him a half shrug. “I had no choice. If your dad got divorced and was dating Lacey’s mother—and they decided to get hitched—what would you have done?” Not going to mention my mother’s ultimatum. Nobody knows about that except me.

He smirks. “Wouldn’t bother me none. You guys didn’t grow up together. You didn’t even live in the same house. I mean, you’re technically not brother and—”

I cover my ears and groan. “For the love of God, please don’t say it. I cringe every time I think about it.”

The toilet flushes, and Lacey exits the bathroom with perfect makeup and a beautiful smile plastered across her face. As Brent stands, her blue eyes sparkle, and she jumps into his arms. 

He laughs. “How’s my girl? I missed seeing you every day.”

Squeezing his biceps, she waggles her eyebrows. “Me too. You’ve beefed up, hot lips.” She places a kiss on his cheek. “Brent this is my new roommate, Shannon.”

I roll my eyes. “We know each other. We went to high school together. For a year, anyway.”

“Did you...” Lacey gives us both an owlish gaze, her pointer fingers crossing in suggestive manner.

Barking a laugh, I nearly expel a lung. “No. God no.”

He punches me lightly in the arm. “Gee, thanks, Colfax.”

“Sorry. You know what I mean.” I wrinkle my nose and turn to Lacey. “Brent and I hated each other when we first met.”

Brent drapes his arm around Lacey’s shoulders. “It’s true. We weren’t buds. Something about her stealing my best friend. We got over it.” He nudges me, and then he looks at Lacey. “Are you ready to go, babe? Colfax, you wanna tag along? My frat’s having a back to semester party tonight.”

Do I want to hang out with bitchy sorority girls and arrogant frat boys or stay here and feel sorry for myself? I pick up my books. “You guys go ahead. I need to organize my desk.”

“Come on!”

“No way!”

As they both hit me at once, I shake my head. “I promised Shane I’d call him. Have fun, though.” Flipping my laptop up, I boot it, hoping they’ll take the hint and go. I need both time and space at the moment and watching them making lovey eyes at each other isn’t helping my somber mood. 

Brent squeezes my shoulder, his voice soft. “Heya, Colfax. You can’t study all the time. You need a break. Lacey and I are going to the big rivalry hockey game next Saturday. You wanna come with us?”

Lacey’s eyes light up. “Ya, you have to! They’re so much fun. It’ll be a fantastic way to start the new semester.”

Staring at my feet, I shuffle my loose-leaf paper. God, I’m horrible at this. Why can’t I be one of those girls that jumps at the chance to socialize? “I don’t know. I haven’t settled into a routine. Jeez, I haven’t even looked at my books yet.”

Crossing his arms, Brent glares at me. “When was the last time you dated?”

“That’s rather personal, isn’t it?”

“Come on. Seriously.”

I grimace. “Last summer.” God, it sounds worse than it did in my head.

“That’s too long.” Brent lifts his chin. “I’m gonna set you up. I’ve got a frat brother that’s perfect for you—Andrew Knox. He’s an intense, dorky know-it-all. Just like you.” I stick out my tongue, and he chuckles. “I’ll see if he wants to go with us to the game.”

“No way, Duray. I’m going through too much crap. Right now, I just want to settle into my classes.”

Lacey touches my arm. “First week back, you won’t have much to do. Drew’s a great guy.” Her eyes sparkle sympathetically, and I almost lose it again. Damnit! What is wrong with me? I’ve contributed enough tears to run a hydroelectric power company in the western states. 

Brent backs her up. “Agreed. Knox is perfect for you—match made in heaven. Trust me, I’m a master at this. I’ve set up two of Lacey’s friends with my bros.”

Laughter bubbles up inside me, and I can’t hold in the follow-up snort. How ironic. During our senior year of high school, Cody, Brent, and I were inseparable. Brent had broken up with his cheerleader tramp of a girlfriend, Kaylee, so we tried to set him up with multiple girls. Now look at him. “Since when are you the matchmaker, Duray?”

“Since I decided life’s too short and I’d rather spread happiness. Now, are you coming with us or not?”

His thick brow puckers, and I press my fingers to my temples with a sigh. I didn’t socialize much at NIUC because of my father’s issues. And I promised my mother I’d meet some people. “Sure, why not?”

Brent rubs his hands together and smiles. “Dude, we’re gonna have so much fun. I can’t wait to ask Drew. He’s never gone out with a short-haired brunette. He usually dates leggy blondes.” 

I roll my eyes. Some things never change including arrogant toe rags named Brent Duray. “Thanks for the boost of confidence.” 

“That’s what I’m here for.” 

As he laughs, I cock my fist back, ready to take a swing at the idiot. Lacey beats me to it, punching him in the shoulder. “Don’t be such an idiot.”

He feigns injury with a grunt as he walks out the door. “Good to see you, Colfax. Later.”

Lines crease across Lacey’s brow as she sends me a compassionate smile. “You’ll be all right?”

“Yep. Have fun.” I shut the door behind them, leaning against the frame and reveling in the quiet. I forgot how boisterous Brent can be. Although, it might be fun to hang out with him and Lacey. 

Mentioning Cody was a huge problem. By the expression on his face, he knew he screwed up. Is that why he volunteered to set me up with one of his frat buddies? 

Closing my eyes, I rub my temples. The last thing I need is a boyfriend. Cody wasn’t the only one hurt by our break-up. We dated for a long time, and at this point, I don’t know if I’ll ever love anyone as I did him.

I squeeze my eyes shut before the freaking waterworks start again. Settling upon the comforter, I grab my newest literature text and start flipping through it. 

If it takes all year, I swear to God I’ll forget Cody Williams. 

*****
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Two hours into my studying, an insistent buzz interrupts my concentration. I glance at my laptop. Shane’s picture lights up the screen, and I smile. Pressing the space bar on my Chatr program, I sit at my desk, attempting a bright smile. “Hey, Shane. How are you?”

“Shanna! Hi, Shanna!”

Excitement pours from his voice as he sits with his tablet in hand and waves. Typing as fast as he can, he finally looks up with his signature lopsided grin. “Hello, Shannon. How are you doing today?” 

The special app loaded onto his tablet that gives him the freedom of communicating spits out a boxy, faux British voice interpreting his words. He moves toward the camera with a wide smile, and I snigger. He loves that freaking accent. The Englishman sounds overly formal and pedantic, as if he were a professor standing in front of a classroom. It suits my autistic brother perfectly. It’s hard to believe it isn’t his actual voice. 

“I’m fine, little bro, although I just saw you a few hours ago. How are things there?”

“Smashing!”

“Smashing, hey? That’s a new colloquialism.” With a split-second of confusion, Shane nods, and his smile lights up my screen. I love seeing him happy. 

At least one of us is.

I grab a can of soda from my mini-fridge and pop it open. “What have you been up to tonight?”

“Playing Minecraft and watching Ghost Gurus. Mawbear says I am eating her out of the house, but it is not true. Wood doesn’t taste good. And where would I sleep?”

Liquid spews from my nose, and I snort. God, I’ve missed him. Shane interprets things people say literally and our live-in housekeeper, Mrs. Bearpaw, loves to tease him. And idioms? Forget it. He can’t understand them at all. 

Wiping pop from my lips, I giggle. “I believe you, bud. Guess who I ran into today? Brent Duray.”

Shane’s dark eyes sparkle as he types furiously. “We saw him at the store a few days ago. He gave me a fist bump.”

“Brent’s a good guy.” When he isn’t being an asshat.

Shane’s smile fades. “Cody was here when Mom and I got home. He just returned from Germany.”

Slamming my eyes shut, I rub my temples. God, not my brother, too. Be kind. Hide your feelings. He doesn’t understand. Gah, talking to myself is totally not working. 

“Shanna?”

I sigh. “How is he?”

“Fine. He ate dinner with us, and he played computer games with me for a while.”

“When does he head back to school?”

“He just left.” Shane zooms in on his face, changing the focus to his eyes. “He broke up with his girlfriend.”

Expelling all the air from my lungs in a single whoosh, I squirm against the cheap Formica chair. “Huh. That’s interesting. When did that happen?”

“Last summer before he left.”

“What?” I grip the armrests as my pulse races. I was just home for Christmas, and they couldn’t bother to tell me that Cody and Janna were finished? I cross my arms over my chest and huff. “Mom didn’t say a word to me. What happened?”

He shrugs. “I asked about her, and Cody said he hasn’t seen her for months. Then Mom told him she and Sheriff Dan were marrying in the summer. He left after that. He looked sad.” 

Loneliness spreads through me like a fog, one that may never lift. This fricked-up situation sucks. I push away from my desk. “I don’t know what to tell you, Shane.”

“He asked about you.”

My throat clenches. “Are you serious?”

He nods. “He misses you.”

I give him a dubious look. After what I put Cody through, he’ll never speak to me again. “I doubt it. He just got back, right? He was tired and just trying to be nice.”

“I told him you miss him too.”

And cue the freaking violins. Could this night get any worse?

“Shane...”

His intense gaze penetrates my soul as he frowns. “I do not understand. You miss each other, but you do not want to be with each other anymore. Why?”

I press my fingers against my temples and close my eyes. “There was a time you didn’t want us to date. Remember?”

His chin juts out at a stubborn angle. “I was wrong. You belong with him.”

I shoot him a frosty glare. “That was high school. It’s done. We need to move on with our lives. He’ll be our stepbrother soon.”

Pressing his lips together, Shane releases a huff. “Mawbear says you and Cody are the earth and sky, that you’ll always live side by side. He loves you. And you love him. You are just too stubborn to see it.”

“It isn’t that simple.” Tears bubble up beneath my lashes. The last thing I need is my brother—my twin—taking sides against me. Why does this crap always happen to me? My fragile heart’s been shattered so many times the last three months I could make a mosaic depicting my life in full color. If I don’t release the negative emotions swirling around me, they’ll poison me.

Can’t any of them see how difficult this situation is? It doesn’t help that I’m still dealing with my dad’s death on top of it. Wiping my sleeve across my cheeks, I sniffle. “Thanks for sticking up for me, bro.”

“You are welcome. I want you both to be happy.”

I roll my eyes. He doesn’t understand sarcasm, either. As my phone buzzes on my bed, I look at the text from my mother and shake my head. Mom, Brent, Sheriff Williams, Shane... it’s too much. I’m tired of everyone ganging up on me. “I’d better go, Shane. I have to finish unpacking.”

His face twists, sadness clouding his features before he nods. Raising his hand, he wiggles his fingers. “Bye, Shanna.”

As my brother’s face disappears from the screen, I close my laptop and flop onto the bed. Burying my face in my pillow, I burst into tears. Shane’s bluntness often simplifies things for me, however he doesn’t understand this situation. I do still love Cody. My mother won’t ever be okay with him and I dating. If I wanted to pursue it, she can’t send me to Illinois again, but she’s the master of manipulation. I’m sure she’d find something to hold over me.

Grabbing my picture of Cody from beneath my pillow, I throw it in my desk drawer. I can’t worry about what might have been with Cody. Between Mom’s betrayal, Shane’s abandonment, and Dad’s suicide, my soul is a dandelion in the wind, blowing across the earth in a tempestuous storm, unable to take root. Not in Illinois. Or Michigan. 

I don’t belong anywhere. 

I wish to God I could turn back time and erase the last two years of my life.
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