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DESCRIPTION

I broke her heart and walked away without a word. Now destiny has brought us back together, but can she ever forgive the man who destroyed her?

 

There’s only one woman I truly love in my life.

Mimi...Tall and willowy, with a smile that made me feel worthy of her.

But in reality she was destined for greater things than me. 

So I left. Without a word. Without a goodbye. 

And I hurt her. Big time.

Years later, destiny reunites us again. I see a cold bitterness in those once-soft eyes. She hates every bit of me. Still though, I vow to reconcile.

Can the old flame reignite or are my sins too unforgivable?

 

 


When I Hurt You

 

Chapter 1

Fourteen years ago

 

NAOMI

 

It’s a blazing hot day in mid-June, and, as usual, my parents are the ones hosting the neighborhood barbeque. Friends from all around town are crammed into our backyard, drinks in one hand and a burger in the other. Everybody is laughing and joking, and it feels like summer.

Jeanine’s parents from down the street are there, as well as the Smiths, the Walters, and the new family of four who just moved to Sacramento from Canada. Even a couple of my high school teachers are there, but that’s just the kind of people my parents are. Everyone is invited. Sometimes I think our little three-bedroom detached house on Turner Avenue is the beating heart of the whole city.

Of all the dozens of people around, there is one in particular who catches my eye.

Carter Chillinski.

My older brother’s best friend, Carter’s been the object of my affections for as long as I can remember. Ever since the first stirrings of puberty, I’ve had a crush on him. 

And why wouldn’t I? Carter is handsome in a movie star kind of way. Tall, dark, with a chiseled jaw and strong arms. He was on the track team back when he was still in high school and he still has the body of a runner. But more than that, he’s kind, smart, and funny. When you’re a seventeen-year-old girl, you can feel like the whole world is trying to shrug you off, but Carter always has time to listen to me go on about my hopes, dreams, or whatever nonsense I feel like going on about that day. He’s always made me feel like more than some stupid teenager with silly pipe dreams.

My best friend, Cassie, catches me staring at him across the yard and nudges me playfully. “How many times have I told you you’ve got to learn to play it cool?”

I laugh. “Is it that obvious?”

“To me and anyone else with eyes.” Cassie grins, leaning back against the fence with a soda in her hand. She flips her long brown hair over her shoulder and tilts her head back to bask in the sunlight. “I don’t know why you don’t just ask him out already.”

“Like I would.” I glance over at Carter again. He’s talking with Miles and laughing at something he’s said. I love the way his eyes sparkle when he smiles. “He’ll only ever think of me as Miles’ little sister.”

“I thought you said he listened to you? ‘He understands me. Nobody else takes the time to talk to me like Carter.’” Cassie mimics my wistful voice, the way I sound when I’m speaking about Carter.

I push her playfully. “He does. But he’s probably just trying to be nice to me because of Miles. If he wasn’t my brother’s friend little shorts, I wonder if Carter and I would have ever crossed paths.”

“He stares at you as much as you stare at him.”

I blush. “No, he doesn’t.”

“He does!” Cassie smiles mischievously. “I’ve seen him gawping at you when your back is turned. The other day, when you were wearing that new sundress your mom said was too short, he could barely keep his eyes on the person he was talking to. His gaze kept drifting back over to you and you were completely oblivious.”

“You’re lying.”

“I’m not. I swear to God! I think he’s every bit as into you as you are into him. But you’ll never know unless you ask him out.”

“If he was interested, he’d ask me out.”

Cassie lets out a long, exaggerated groan. “Urgh. These games do my head in. What’s wrong with a girl going up to a guy and being honest about how she feels? I bet he’d find it hot.”

“Or I’d embarrass myself completely and never be able to look him in the eye again.”

“So what? We’re off to college in September. An awkward summer is a small price to pay to be able to walk away without always thinking ‘What if?’. I’ve got no idea how you can doubt he’s interested. You two practically act like you’re dating already.”

“That’s not true.”

“Come off it,” Cassie scoffs. “A couple of years ago, you two would never have gone anywhere without Miles, but now you’re always finding reasons to go off somewhere together alone. All those times Carter has shown up looking for Miles when he’s out somewhere? Miles and Carter are best friends. Carter knows exactly where he is. He’s really looking for you.”

I look across at Carter, his dark hair catching the sunlight. I think his shoulders have broadened this year. Every time I see him, he looks less and less like the twelve-year-old Miles first brought home for dinner eight years ago, and more and more like a man.

Then again, I’m growing up fast, too. When Carter first laid eyes on me, I was ten-years-old and the thought of kissing a boy grossed me out. I was a lanky, braces-wearing tomboy with more interest in catching frogs than chasing boys. Now, I’m on the cusp of eighteen. My body has changed; I’ve shot up in height, growing tall and willowy. I’ve been the star of the girls’ volleyball team at school, keeping fit and staying slim. I’ve let my hair grow so long I can sit on it. I have adult dreams: aspirations to get out of Sacramento and make something of my life in the big city. I’m not a little girl anymore.

“Carter’s the one who should be making a move,” I state. “He’s the guy, after all.”

“He never would.”

“That’s my point. He’s not interested.”

“That’s not the reason. He thinks you’re out of his league.”

I laugh out loud. “What? Why would he think that? He’s out of school and working and I’m just some high school kid.”

“With an IQ through the roof and a full ride to SoCal. The most beautiful girl not just in our school but probably in the whole of Sacramento.”

I blush at Cassie’s praises. “I think that’s going a bit far.”

“It’s really not.” Cassie catches my eye, her hand on her hip. She’s standing like a school teacher giving a student a real life lesson. “Carter knows you’re headed for big things and between that and you being Miles’ little sister, he probably feels you’re off limits.”

“Never. If Carter asked me out, I’d jump at the chance.”

“Well, that’s about the most obvious thing ever. Of course you would. It’s written all over your face whenever he walks into a room.”

I look across at Carter again. When I see him, it’s not just his incredible good looks that appeal to me, but just Carter himself. Over the last year, we’ve grown closer than ever. Cassie’s right, we’ve been spending time together in a way we never would have before. In those long hours of wandering around Sacramento, whiling away the evenings and now the summer days, our conversations have become deeper and more heartfelt. I’ve found myself telling him things I’d never tell anyone else. I trust him. 

He looks up as I’m staring and smiles at me. That smile makes my heart catch in my throat and I don’t even think about playing it cool. I grin back, biting down on my lip out of excitement that he’s noticed me.

Cassie rolls her eyes. “Really, Naomi? You’re really questioning whether he’s interested? You two can’t hide that spark for a minute. It seems to be obvious to everyone but the pair of you.”

I ignore her. “Can you pass me a soda?” All this drooling over Carter has left my mouth dry.

Cassie opens the cool box and frowns. “All out.”

“We’ve got more in the basement. I’ll go grab a new case.”

“Ten bucks says Carter follows you down there.”

I raise my eyebrows at her and she cackles with laughter. But she’s not wrong. Part of me hopes I’ll bump into Carter in the basement. We seem to be running into each other by chance an awful lot these days…

I head into the kitchen and down the stairs that lead into the basement. As always, my parents have gone mad with catering for the get-together. They have no fewer than ten cases of beer, eight cases of soda, and enough ice to give a polar bear a comfortable home for the whole summer.

The basement is refreshingly cool compared to the blazing heat outside, but it smells like damp, wet paperwork, and rust from the old paint cans Dad refuses to throw away, even though our walls aren’t painted those colors anymore.

The sodas are gathered in their cases next to the chest freezer. I go to the pile and start heaving through the cases, looking for the grape Fanta—my favorite. The first case I pick up splits and cans go rolling across the cement floor.

“Damn it.”

“Here, let me help.”

I draw in a quick breath, a tremble of excitement coursing through my body and turn around to see Carter standing behind me. “Hi Carter, what are you doing down here?”

He shakes an empty bottle. “Your dad asked me to bring up a new case of beer.”

“I’m looking for soda.”

“Grape Fanta?” he guesses.

I feel my cheeks flush and nod. “You remember.”

Carter steps past me and effortlessly picks up the broken case and then the two beneath it to get to my favorite drink. “Of course, I remember. For years, I’ve known summer’s here as soon as Naomi Folster starts to walk around with a purple tongue.”

I look down at the case of sodas Carter’s separated and pick out a Dr. Pepper, holding it out to him. “Am I right?”

“My favorite.” He winks at me.

“How are you enjoying the party?”

“It’s great.” Carter smiles. “You know I’ve always loved your family’s barbeques. Your dad’s burgers are the best in town.”

I lower my voice. “He buys the really cheap ones from Walmart. One of the packs he’s cooking today has been in the freezer since 2005.”

Carter laughs loudly. “I won’t tell anyone.”

“For me, it’s Lila’s potato salad. I don’t know how she does it.”

“She has to do something to make up for how irritating she is the rest of the year.”

We both chuckle. Lila Miller is the cranky middle-aged woman who lives at the end of the street. She’s renowned for harassing the HOA with trivial complaints and shouting at kids for riding their bikes too close to her petunias. But my God, the potato salad.

“Your mom didn’t want to come along today?”

Carter’s face darkens and he shrugs. “You know my mom. Why come out and socialize when there’s a perfectly good bottle of vodka in the fridge and all-day reruns of Jerry Springer?”

My heart aches for him. Poor Carter doesn’t have many people in the world to look out for him.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here anyway.” I smile at him. “You’re a breath of fresh air amongst all Mom and Dad’s friends.”

I look up at him and my lips tingle. Here we are, all alone. He’s so close. I could just lean in and kiss him. I know I want to.

Maybe he wants to kiss me back.

I clear my throat and look away, wishing I could control how easily I blush when I’m near him.

“You’re eighteen next week, right?”

I nod. “I’m having a party.” I pause, wondering if he’ll think I’m lame if I invite him. “Miles is coming. You should come, too.”

Carter smiles. “I’d love to. I can’t believe you’re going to be eighteen.” He holds his hand up to chest height. “I remember when you were this big and a huge pain in the ass.” He laughs. “Remember when Miles pissed you off so you stole the games controller and wouldn’t give it back?”

“I threw it out the bathroom window,” I say, still ashamed.

“Then Miles climbed out on the porch roof to try and get it back—”

“—And fell off and broke his ankle.” I pull a face. “I felt so bad. He’s never let me forget it.”

“Things have changed now, though.” Carter sighs nostalgically. “Miles is proud of you, you know. He says you got accepted into the University of Southern California.”

I bow my head humbly. “I never thought I’d get in.”

“I always knew you would.” He smiles warmly. “You were always the smartest of all of us, ever since you were a kid. I’m proud of you, too, Mimi.”

Mimi. My mom had tried to call me that once when I was around fourteen and I’d bit her head off. I’d told her I was a young woman, not a kitten. The first time Carter called me that, though…I’d loved the way it sounded on his lips. Even now, he’s the only person I’ll let call me Mimi.

“Thanks, Carter. That means a lot.” I gesture around. “It means I’m going to be leaving all this behind for a while.”

“Big fish should always move on from small waters. SoCal should watch out.”

I laugh. “I can’t believe it’s finally happening. I’ve been itching to get away for years.”

Was that a flicker of sadness on his face or just my imagination? 

“You’re going to blow them all away,” he tells me.

“Jesus Christ, are you guys picking your own fruit down here and making the soda from scratch?” Miles stomps down the basement stairs and puts his hands on his hips. “People are dying of dehydration out there. Come on, snap snap!” He claps his hands together.

Miles is two years older than me; the sort of older brother who takes great delight in constantly tormenting me. He thinks he’s about the coolest person alive, always following the latest fashion trend, however stupid it might make him look. Today he’s wearing baggy jeans with decorative chains hanging from the pockets. As much of a dork as he might be, I know he’d do anything for me. Underneath all the teasing and poking fun, he’s protective of his little sister.

Carter and I smile at each other. He picks up a case of beer, I pick up my soda, and we go back upstairs and outside. I cross the garden back to Cassie, and he rejoins the men around the barbeque.

I sigh wistfully as I unload fresh cans into the cooler. Cassie watches me silently until she can’t take the tension anymore.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“I saw Carter follow you down there. What happened?”

“Nothing happened. He was getting a case of beer.”

“Is that what he told you?” Cassie hops from foot to foot in excitement; the way a lifelong gossip does when she knows something juicy. “I watched him pour a beer onto the ground.”

“What?”

“There was a half-empty beer on one of those tables; he picked it up, poured it out, and followed you inside. I told you so.”

I try to hide my smile. “The beer must have got warm in the sun.”

“He was looking for a reason to be alone with you.” She squeals. “Jesus Christ, Naomi. You’ve not got long left to make a move on him. You must be able to see how into you he is.”

I look across at him with affection. “Carter knows where I am.”

“He might do, but he’s too much of a gentleman to go crossing any lines. I think this one might be on you, Naomi. You’ve got to go after him.”

 

 


Chapter 2

CARTER

 

Cassie starts jabbing her finger into Naomi’s shoulder and pointing while I’m still ten feet away from them. Naomi turns and smiles.

God, I love that smile. Naomi doesn’t know it, but I think she’s the most beautiful girl in the world. She was about fifteen the first time I stopped seeing Miles’ little sister and started seeing a bright, funny, articulate young woman with a smile that could stop me in my tracks. For two years, I’ve adored her.

Today she’s wearing cute little shorts that show off miles of slim, tanned legs. Her dark hair is loose and the summer sun has brought out the faintest spattering of freckles on her cheek. Every now and then, she looks across at me and smiles again.

I’ve never acted on my crush, though. Miles and his family have been good to me. My own father walked out on me when I was just a couple of years old and my mom’s no better than useless. Miles stepped in like the brother I never had and his family have always treated me like their own. I don’t want to disrespect anyone by pursuing Naomi. The Folsters are the only family I’ve got.

Miles nudges me. “Eyes over here, man.”

I laugh. “Is it that obvious?”

“I’ve told you before—if you want to ask her out, just do it.”

“You and I both know why that can’t happen.”

“Naomi’s my sister, and I’m telling you she’s interested.” He takes a swig of the beer he’s taken from the cooler. Miles thinks he’s shit-hot as the first in our friendship group to turn twenty-one. He takes every opportunity to have a beer in his hand. “She’s pretty selective when it comes to guys, and I’m always keeping an eye on the dozens of high school kids who drool over her. I’d much rather she was with you. Someone we can both trust.”

“I think you’re wrong, Miles. There’s no way Naomi sees me in that way.”

I believe Naomi sees me as her older brother’s friend, and she’s always been shy around me. I try to be as cool as she thinks I am, even though I feel tongue-tied when I’m around her.

We’re interrupted by Miles’ dad. “Boys, which one of you is going to take a trip over to the store to get some more patties? This town is eating me out of house and home.” He opens up his wallet and pulls out a couple of twenties. “I need burgers, chips, and ice-cream cones.”

Miles grins. “I’ve been drinking. Guess this is up to you, Carter.”

“Perfect,” his dad agrees. “Why don’t you take Naomi with you for company?”

After Miles’ dad walks away, Miles starts chuckling again. “Is that fate, or what?” He nudges me. “Go to the store with my sister. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

Miles is onto me. Cassie is onto me. The whole world can tell that I’m obsessed with Naomi Folster. Except her.

My thoughts are interrupted by the appearance of Grandma Folster. “Ahh, my sweet Miles,” she sighed. “This heat is killing my ankles. Look how swollen they are. If the weather continues like this your father will have to take me down to Dr. Holman. I really don’t think that cooling cream he prescribed me last time is working at all. By the way, have you seen it? I could do with a nice rub...” Miles gives me a mortified look. Once Grandma Folster starts to complain about her swollen ankles you’re doomed to two hours on all medical conditions of a 78-years old. God bless her.

I quickly take the money and make my escape, heading over to where Naomi and Cassie are standing by the cooler. “Hello ladies,” I say. “Enjoying the sun?”

Cassie grins widely. “It’s a gorgeous day. Just enjoying our grape soda.” She lifts a can teasingly. “It’s Naomi’s favorite, isn’t it, Naomi?”

“You know it is.” Naomi blushes.

She’s so cute when she blushes. She can’t control it. 

If I thought for a second there was any way Naomi and I could work as a couple, I’d whisk her off her feet in an instant.

Too bad life doesn’t work that way.

“Your dad is out of decade-old burgers,” I say. “He’s asked if I’ll go track some more down. Burgers, chips, and ice-cream cones. Wanna take a trip to Walmart?”

Naomi fiddles with her hair and nods. “Sure. I’ll help out.” She turns to Cassie. “You coming?”

“I’ll stay here.” She nods to her mom on the other side of the yard. “Mom’s on her third glass of sparkling wine. She’ll be under the table soon. I’d better keep an eye on her.”

Rita is a bit wobbly on her feet, but I still suspect it’s an excuse. Cassie is trying to make sure Naomi and I will be alone.

“Is Miles coming?” Naomi asks.

“He’s been trapped by your grandma. I think she’s still got a few more ailments to tell him about.”

Naomi giggles. “Nana won’t stop. Has she got to her swollen ankles yet?”

“Oh, yes. She was just starting about her swollen ankles and the cooling cream. I think it’s not long before she asks Miles to rub some on her feet.”

Naomi puts a hand to her head, shaking with laughter. “Oh, Nana. Quick, let’s go before Grandad tries to one-up her with the tale of his heart bypass.”

“But I love that one!”

She nudges me. “Come on, we haven’t got much time. We’ve got to look busy, or we’re next in line.”

I lift my hand to wave goodbye to Cassie. “See you soon.”

“Have fun guys.” Her voice is a teasing sing-song.

“Sorry about her,” Naomi says, as we walk toward my beat up 1996 Toyota Camry. She eyes up my car and smiles. “Bella’s looking good.”

Naomi named my car the day I brought it home. I bought it for $250 on Craigslist. It was in a terrible condition, but I’ve been working on fixing it up. I finally got it running and roadworthy about six months ago, and now I’m trying to make it look less like something I stole from the junkyard. I hope to make some money off it just before my big adventure.

“I got the right wing mirror replaced last week,” I tell her. “New hubcaps, too.”

“She’s glowing.” 

I feel a swell of happiness. My life is a hot mess and Naomi only knows the half of it. My mom is a borderline alcoholic with suspected bipolar, we’re drowning in debt, my grades are embarrassing, and I feel like my life is going nowhere.

Yet, Naomi always makes me feel good about myself. She looks up to me like I’m someone worthwhile. She hangs on my every word like she cares about what I have to say, and even compliments my no-better-than-scrap-metal car.

“It’s got no air conditioning, I’m afraid.”

“I prefer to roll the windows down anyway.”

We get in the car and I feel light as air as we cruise










































