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DEDICATION
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For Nathan, who talked about snow blowers the first time we met, held my umbrella on our first date, asked me to marry him at my book signing, married me during the pandemic, and now cuddles our son. 

You are my happy ever after. 

I love you more.
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CHAPTER ONE
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MAX

Two Years Earlier

“You’ve gotta have the sexiest hands known to man.”

“Says you,” I countered, fighting a smile. It was nearly impossible with the diamond glinting on my finger. My gaze wandered to it as I uncapped the disinfectant. I could have spent hours looking at the ring—watching it catch the light, thinking about the future it promises us.

My new fiancé, Ethan, smirked and tucked my hair behind my ears. He was sitting on the lid of the toilet while I stood between his parted legs. “Hell yeah, says me. You belong to me now. For forever.” He cupped my cheek and I leaned into his hand. “Don’t deny me, Maxie. Tell me you belong to me forever. If you’re lucky, I might say I belong to you too.”

“Aren’t you hilarious?” Forever with Ethan—a perfect happy ever after. “And adorable.”

“So are you,” he told me, his grin vibrant as ever. But his eyes were serious, the normally mischievous glint missing. “Joking aside, I do belong to you. Do me a favor and never forget that.”

“I won’t,” I promised. I believed it too. He made a mistake, and we weathered it. He never gave me a reason to doubt him again and our relationship had only grown stronger. It took me a long time to rebuild my trust in him—maybe too long—but there we were. Engaged.

He winked at me. That wink, paired with his clean-shaven jaw, his bedroom eyes, and the dimples in his cheeks, made me swoon even after two years together. He was living proof there is no justice in this world. Even with his hair matted into stiff clumps of dried blood, he was handsome.

He fell while he and Danny were skiing. He’d hit his head hard enough that it was still bleeding when they found me and his twin sister Ellie drinking hot chocolate in the lodge. Persuasive as ever, he talked us into nixing a hospital visit but compromised by agreeing to let me apply disinfectant and bandage him up. There was also a joke about a sexy nurse costume, which I ignored.

“I’ve had that ring for a year and a half.”

I froze. “What?”

“You heard me—a year and a half. Danny and I were in the mall downtown and I saw it. Knew it was destined to be yours, so I bought it.”

I pulled my lip between my teeth. We would have only been dating for a few months. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything.” He shrugged, the twinkle back in his eyes. “You already said yes, and that’s enough. Well, for now. You have to one-up me for our first anniversary. Warning you now.”

“You crazy boy.”

He sat surprisingly still as I finished cleaning the gash on his forehead. Satisfied, I pulled away, but his arms swiftly wrapped around my waist, causing me to trip into his embrace.

“Hey, Maxie?”

“Yes?” I asked breathlessly.

“We’re getting married.”

“We are,” I said in awe.

He rested his forehead against mine. “Hey, Maxie?”

“Hm?”

“I love you.”
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Present Day

Number thirty-seven. That’s thirty-seven hollow hellos, thirty-seven awkward conversations, thirty-seven overpriced meals, thirty-seven uncomfortable goodnights, thirty-seven can-I-call-yous thirty-seven never-agains. Thirty-seven.

Thirty-seven too many.

Yet thirty-eight isn’t too far away. My best friend, Ellie, is responsible for every single date. She insists we will eventually find someone. “We,” like one of us isn’t already engaged. But she doesn’t want me to wind up alone, so she sends me on blind dates, hoping I’ll find love again.

Hence, thirty-seven.

Well, maybe. I’m pretty sure thirty-seven might also have been number six. Somewhere along the line, I think Ellie made a mistake. That or she has a type in mind for me.

I glance up at number thirty-seven, my eyes wandering from his face to his food. He doesn’t look familiar, nothing about him stands out to me. Yes, he’s attractive, but I only get the bland, melancholy feeling I had with numbers one through thirty-six. If I were to close my eyes, I probably couldn’t even recall his hair color. I can’t be sure of his name, either—Kraig or Greg? Like number six, number thirty-seven has been eating his food like a stubborn four-year-old, picking everything out of his salad and eating only the lettuce, after he tears it into tiny pieces. He’s also been droning on about the most grotesque trauma surgeries he’s witnessed, like that’s a good choice for dinner conversation. I haven’t touched my food all night.

I’d had enough of this the first time.

But maybe I want to find something wrong with him. Maybe I don’t want anyone.

He plucks out a lone tomato and throws it into the bowl beside his plate. The poor tomato probably thought it had evaded his frantic search. Too bad. He shoves the bowl to the corner of the table for the waiter, launching into a fresh story about something involving a pickax, which sounds vaguely familiar.

Why didn’t he just order the salad plain?

“Are you listening to me, Max?” he asks, snapping his fingers in front of my face. A little piece of lettuce parachutes from his thumb to the floor. I watch it fall, not bothering to answer him. I go on these dates because Ellie asks me to, not because I want to. I know she worries about me, and I want to make things easier for her. It’s just really hard to fake happiness when you can’t even remember what it feels like.

He reaches across the table with that same hand and runs his fingers along my thumb, which is busy holding my fork. My joints ache as I stare down at the contact, so foreign and so wrong. When I look up, he is smiling at me. Not like he’s caught me daydreaming and is wondering where my head is at, but like he’s letting me know what he expects after the date. As if a simple hand caress is a gateway to sex.

I answer by retracting my hand and cradling it in my lap. Is it possible for a touch to burn? No one ever feels right. Nothing feels right.

“I want to go home,” I whisper, terror setting in.

His hand immediately shoots back, his gaze going to the table, jaw tight. “Alright,” he says sharply. “Fine.”

“I’m sorry,” I apologize, rushing to my feet. He remains seated but looks up at me with a small, fake smile.

“It’s alright,” he says, although it’s obviously not. He throws down some cash since we haven’t ordered dinner yet.

“I’m just tired,” I tell him. “It’s been a long week.”

He raises his eyebrows at my blatant lie. I’m sure Ellie mentioned something about my free calendar to him. She doesn’t get how pathetic that makes me sound. It’s easy for her—she’s been dating the same guy since she was ten. To her, love is easy. She must think I’m inhuman for not feeling the same way.

“I really am sorry,” I whisper, staring down at my feet. What is wrong with me? Now that I really look at him, it’s obvious he’s cute—like really cute. Tall and lean, with curly brown hair and an expressive face that matches his charisma. Plus, he’s a doctor. This was what I’d always dreamed of: someone handsome and smart and nice.

He’s perfect, just not perfect for me. Not anymore, anyway.

He swallows, collecting himself, then shrugs. “I’ll take you home.”

“Thanks,” I say, mustering my best smile. He glances down at my hand, thinks better of it, and leads us out of the restaurant. The humidity outside hits me like a wall. Still, it’s better than being back inside where the air was constricting. Watching him with that lettuce made me want to stick a fork in my eye.

He’s a nice guy, I remind myself.

He fishes his keys out of his pocket when we reach his car. Neither of us bother to make conversation. I’m sure talking to me is the last thing he wants to do now.

He slides into the driver’s seat and starts the car. I stare at him from the passenger side until he looks up at me absently. “Oh,” he says with a jolt, reaching over the seat for the handle.

“No, it’s okay!” I exclaim, and quickly get in the car. I don’t need to further humiliate him by making him do gentlemanly date things. “I was just thinking—do you remember me?”

“Um,” he says, watching me closely. Like he’s wondering if I left my brain in the restaurant. “No. Your friend set us up, remember?”

“Yes, I remember. I mean, you do realize we went on a date before tonight, right?”

He shakes his head, reaching for his phone in the cup holder. “We couldn’t have. I’d remember that. I know I would.”

“We did. You wore that same burgundy tie with a little George Washington tie pin, and you talked about a surgery that involved a bike and a baseball bat.”

He glances down at his phone hesitantly. “What’s your last name?”

“Dawson.” Because evidentially the tie pin and the surgery aren’t enough to prove a point.

He pales and turns his phone off. “Shit. November fifth.”

I raise my eyebrows.

“I didn’t even—god, I’m an idiot. And clearly blind . . . or maybe I should get my memory checked . . .”

I let out a sigh and my attention wanders. Ellie and I are driving to her hometown in the morning. We’re staying there until her wedding. She’s probably dancing around our apartment while packing the last of our luggage. She refused to let me pack my own so I could go on this date.

“So, I guess that it’s probably a good idea we end our date after all, huh? So why didn’t I call you, then? You’re beautiful. Nice too.”

The compliment should make me blush. Instead, I cross my legs and answer faintly, trying not to wince. “I didn’t call you.”

“Oh,” he grumbles. That’s enough for him to pull out of our parking spot, much to the excitement of the car full of people behind us.

Jackpot spot, baby, give me a kiss. The memory of Ethan surrounds me, and for just a second, I can pretend it’s his car I’m in. That I’m on a date with him. That I can’t breathe, and for once it’s not because I’m lost without him, but because I’m with him.

We don’t talk during the drive to my apartment. I’ll give him credit where it’s due—it’s a comfortable silence.

He parks in front of my unit, and I unbuckle my seatbelt. “So . . .” he begins.

“So . . .” I repeat, reaching for the door handle. He gives me a pleading look, begging me to invite him up to my apartment. Just the thought makes me flinch, and my stomach roils. No wonder his manners have been impeccable, even after I shut him down. The entire drive he’s been imagining he still has a chance. I open the door and slip out. “Bye, Kraig.”

“It’s Greg!” he calls after me, slamming his hand on the wheel in a mixture of annoyance and exasperation.

I shut the door and don’t bother looking back as I walk away. Honestly, I do feel bad about not knowing his name. It’s not his fault I’m so . . . broken.

As soon as he’s gone, Ellie practically flings herself out of our apartment’s living room window. “What the hell?” she yells, her arms flying around wildly.

“Shh!” I call up to her.

“I will not shh, Max! I won’t! Not when he was a perfectly fine man, and you didn’t do anything about it. You gave him the cold shoulder!” She emphasizes the last words with a slight hop.

“You’re causing a scene,” I warn.

“That is so not the point right now!”

I trip in my heels. Walking in these things while arguing is going to get me killed. I stop and glare up at my best friend. She’s wearing her pink Scottie dog pajamas, and her shoulder-length brown hair is an unruly mass of curls.

Ellie’s fiancé, Danny, moved back to their hometown of Orchard Valley just a few weeks ago to start working for his dad. Ellie and I had to stay for the remainder of our lease. Without Danny, Ellie’s become a self-proclaimed bum—sitting around in her pajamas all the time, binging TV shows and eating pints of cookie dough ice cream. You’d think they were separated by continents, not a three-hour drive.

That was once you, a small voice reminds me. I shake it off. I don’t need to go down that deep, dark hole for the twentieth time today.

“He picked his salad apart with his hands, Ellie!”

“Ew!” she yells, stepping back momentarily. “Gross.” Then she’s back, dancing around again. “Don’t sidetrack me. God! You’re letting an opportunity slip through your fingers. Or at least a good fling. Hell, girl. You just need a good something in your life.”

Don’t I know it? “You’ve set me up with him before,” I tell her.

“What?”

The porch light turns on. “Just . . . calm down. I’ll be up in second.”

“Fine!” She shuts the window with a huff.

I enter the code to the apartment door and head up the stairs, slowly. Between the date and Ellie . . . I just need a breather.

I must be taking too long for her because she meets me at the top of the staircase. “So, you’ve gone out with him before?”

“Same restaurant, same tie,” I verify.

“Dang it,” she says. “I seriously didn’t realize. Oh well, I’m sure we’ll find you someone in Orchard Valley. Matt King was always a good guy, and he’s one of Danny’s groomsmen. Maybe he’ll do.”

I groan. I love Ellie like a sister, but I’m getting tired of her acting like my own personal dating site. I know she just wants to see me happy, but I will never be that happy again—it just doesn’t feel possible, like my heart wouldn’t be able to handle it. I guess part of that is my fault. I spend a lot of time pretending I’m okay when really I’m always hurting. I pretend I’m okay to move on and okay to be left alone and okay to go to Orchard Valley. It’s all a lie. I’m not okay with any of it.

I follow her into the apartment and close the door behind us. We completely gutted our apartment last weekend. Danny and Tom, Ellie’s dad, drove up with a couple trucks. All my things were hauled to a storage facility, while all of Ellie’s went back to Orchard Valley. The only things we’d left were the necessities: some clothes, toiletries, sleeping bags.

Her music—some Top Forty hit—is playing, our sleeping bags set up next to each other with a pizza box and a tub of ice cream sitting in the small space between them.

“I just ate,” I remind her, placing my purse on the floor beside the door.

She shakes her head. “I don’t care. I’m getting married in a month, and this is probably like my last unhealthy meal until then. Tonight, I’m going to eat all the calories, and so are you. We’ll worry about fitting into our dresses later.” She slaps my butt and gives me a small shove. “Now go put on some pajamas so we can talk.”

“Okay, okay,” I laugh, and make my way to our only bathroom. As soon as I’ve locked the door behind me, I slouch against the sink. The girl eyeing me tiredly in the mirror is unrecognizable, shadows framing her features. I don’t want to be this person around Ellie. She should be exuberant right now. She’s getting married. That’s a huge, exciting new path in her life. Or I guess it would be if she didn’t have me to worry about. And if her twin was still alive.

I try to erase the sadness from my face. I can do this. Just one more month. One more month of pretending that my memories aren’t devouring me whole. One more month and I can create a new life that isn’t a constant reminder of what I lost.

I haven’t told her I plan to move back in with my parents. When Ethan was alive, we always talked about buying neighboring houses in Orchard Valley. “Our kids can be best friends too,” she would say. After he passed, she never let that dream go. She talks like I’ll rent a place there until we find our dream houses.

I shouldn’t be so excited to escape my best friend, but I just can’t stop the wave of relief that washes over me whenever I think about getting away. I can’t wait to feel free again—to start fresh and try being whole, something I can’t do when she reminds me so much of Ethan.

“What’s taking you so long?” Ellie calls through the door.

My smile slips and I ache because I will miss her so much, even if she is annoyingly happy sometimes. I wish I could bring myself to tell her what I want, but I can’t—not when she’s so excited. After everything that has happened, I won’t be the one to spoil everyone else’s bliss. They don’t deserve that.

No one deserves any of this.
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CHAPTER TWO
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CAIN

“It’s peach day!”

I snarl and flop over, pulling a pillow over my head. Peach day my ass.

“Cain Hazelton, you had better be awake!” Grams yells from outside my boat. I can hear her shoes clattering on the deck as she looks for a window to peer through. Thank God I remembered to lock the doors and close the blinds; it’s the same routine every year and this year I finally got smart.

“Give me a second, Grams,” I call in a throaty grumble.

“A second? You’re fifteen minutes late,” she scolds.

I roll out of bed, trying to get my bearings. Once a year we make the two-hour drive to buy peaches for Grams’s famous . . . well, everything. There isn’t an item on her diner’s menu that isn’t someone’s favorite, but the majority of people flock toward the peaches. Some even make a big deal out of ordering pies and cobbler and tea early. “This day is as important as any holiday, to the town and to me,” Grams reminds me every year when I start to complain.

To me is what always breaks through my armor. Disappointing myself and this tiny, shitty town has never bothered me. Disappointing Grams . . . that haunts me. I’ve caused her enough trouble and heartache over the years. The least I can do is take one day out of the year to make her happy. Try to be normal. Try being the operative word.

I rummage through my drawers, looking for a pair of khaki shorts and leaving all my clothes rumpled and out of sorts. That will drive me crazy later, but right now I don’t have a choice but to leave my boat a mess unless I want to piss off the one person I actually give a shit about.

I hesitate as I’m about to head outside. Fuck, I can’t do this.

Just like I have every day for the last few years, I head back to my bathroom and pluck my razor out of its hidden place in the drawer under my sink. My heartbeat steadies the second I touch the thin, narrow blade, knowing what it will give me. Feeling. I’ll feel something, even it’s pain. At least then I can pretend for Grams.

Grams knocks on the door again, asking me to hurry up, but my mind is too focused on the cold blade as it slides across my forearm. All I can see is the blood rising to the surface of my skin and flowing between my scars like a river.

“Cain?” Grams asks, closer. Shit, she found the spare key. I have half a mind to shut the door and lock it.

No one should have to live like this. But I stopped living a long time ago. I stopped mattering. And I need this—the blood, the blade, the pain—to remind myself I’m not dead. There’s still one person on earth I’ve got to live for.

Grams bangs on the bathroom door. “Are you okay? Cain, you’re worrying me.”

“Sorry Grams,” I call out, lifelessness weighing heavily in my voice. “Just brushing my teeth.”

Silence answers me. We both know I’m lying. Grams has been fighting me over it, begging me to stop before I really hurt myself. But I think in the back of her mind she realizes I won’t let it get that far. I would never do that to her.

I find the gauze wrap in the medicine cabinet and rotate it around my arm, so practiced that in less than a minute, I’ve got it secured. I pull my shirt sleeve down to hide it from her.

Once a year you have to act alive.

When I open the door, she’s leaning back against the opposite wall, looking paler than usual. Her gaze flickers down to my arm, then quickly back up. “You knew I was coming over,” she tells me. “You knew.”

“Yeah,” I admit. “Snuck up on me, I guess.”

She shakes her and looks on the verge of saying something—something I’ve probably heard a million times by now—but instead steps forward and wraps her arms around me more tightly than you’d expect from such a small woman.

She pulls away, her crystal blue eyes unusually glassy. She’s always been such a put-together woman, running both her family and the diner like a well-oiled machine. I imagine that even in her sleep she’s inventorying, running numbers, and talking to customers. The town loves and adores her just as much as I do. They just don’t feel the same way about me, and vice versa.

“Well, good morning to you. It’s peach day!”

“So I heard,” I answer, leading her away from my bathroom and off the boat. If she spends too much time here she’ll start going on about how I need to find something more permanent that won’t sink or get washed away. When I tell her I’m fine, she’ll take the chance to start in on it needing a woman’s touch—as if any girl within a fifty-mile radius would look me in the eye.

But I know I’ll still have to deal with her lecture at some point today. When she gets on a topic, she sticks to it like super glue. And she is always stuck on my nonexistent social life.

My houseboat is docked on the lake with several other boats. Mine’s the only full-time resident. The others are for leisure. A lot of people gravitate to Orchard Valley because it’s so beautiful, with sandy shores and trees that sway lazily in the wind. It’s easy to get lost in your own world here. It’s a serene escape.

The place is overrun with tourists in the summer months and December, but it’s just your average small town the rest of the year, where everyone is in everyone else’s business. I happen to be the person whose business people really like to get into.

Across from the dock is Grams’s diner, Ruth’s. It’s named after her. The place had originally belonged to my great-great-grandfather, and it had been a post office. When Grandpa took over, he renovated the place and changed the name. He kept the little Willard’s Postal Service decal in the window and put a sign up above the door with “Ruth’s” on it. To keep with the theme he hung up some letters my great-grandparents exchanged during World War II. Some townsfolk also donated their own letters. The place has a homey feeling. When paired with Grams’s fantastic cooking, it keeps tourists and townsfolk coming in religiously.

I know Grams wants to pass it down to me, her only grandchild, to keep it in the family. I don’t have the heart to tell her it would fail in my hands. Ruth’s thrives because of her and would perish because of me.

“We’re not taking your clunker,” Grams tells me as we walk toward my 1987 Chevy.

“I’m not driving your boat of a car, Grams,” I tell her as I unlock the doors.

She lets out a huff. As the only mother figure I’ve ever known, I’ve learned when to obey her and when to match her stubbornness with my own.

She narrows her eyes. “It isn’t a boat. It’s a car, just a big one. The things you children call cars these days are nothing but scraps of metal. Just a little tap from another car is sure to send you straight to the hospital with a broken back.”

I don’t point out that my truck is older than her car. Instead, I mimic her huff and throw myself into the driver’s seat.

We’re both finicky about cars. Grams doesn’t trust anyone’s car but her own, while I don’t trust any driver but myself. My mom—her daughter-in-law—passed away in a car accident when I was younger. For a long time, the only person either of us felt safe driving with was my grandpa.

She lingers outside for a minute before she opens the door and gets in. She crinkles her nose and rolls down the window as I start to back out of my spot. “If you had a girl . . .”

I groan. “Ah, jeez Grams, right now? It’s six in the morning.”

“Well,” she says, turning to look at me. She doesn’t bother to put on her seatbelt. My truck isn’t safe enough for her to ride in, but apparently safe enough for her to ignore basic safety precautions. “If you had one, I wouldn’t be botherin’ you. And besides, how often do I even get the chance to talk about it? You never come visit me.”

“I always come by the diner,” I point out. “Twice a day, actually, once in the morning to eat my breakfast and once at night to help you clean up.”

“Oh, really? You’re there in the mornings when I’m not there and at night you’re such a bore.”

“What do you want me to do instead?”

She lets out a heavy sigh that sounds more like a hiss through her dentures. “I’d like it if you’d talk more than you grunt. How are you? Grunt. Are you seeing anyone? Growl. The weather’s nice today, isn’t it? Huff. You’re like an angry old man.”

I let out a chuckle. “I’m sorry, Grams.”

“You’d better be. The only time of year I can ever get you to string a full sentence together is on peach day.”

“That’s because we aren’t in Orchard Valley on peach day,” I tell her.

She rolls her eyes and sits back in her seat, perplexed. “I wish you’d get over that. If you did, I bet this whole town would too. People could’ve gotten over what you did, but you gave them a reason not to—to fear you—because of your goddamned awful attitude.”

Shit. Grams never swears. I sink down in my seat, not willing to take the argument further. She glances out the window and I squeeze my wound through the bandage, relishing the way the flesh throbs and stings as it separates. I’m here. One day a year. I’m here.

Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Grams’s wince, her shoulders falling in defeat. I wonder when she’ll figure out I’m no good for her either.
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By the time we get to the farmer’s market, the tension has long worn off. The ice thawed about twenty minutes later when I pulled over and bought her a coffee and some muffins. After I handed the coffee to her, she raised a wary eyebrow. “It ain’t got arsenic in it, right?”

She took a sip anyway and shot into what can only be described as a soap opera. For the rest of the ride, she updated me on all the town gossip, as if I cared. Amber Jones apparently cheated on her husband with Clyde Barron. Jenkins Rouge has taken to shooting anything wild that steps onto his property—including his neighbor’s cat—and now he’s starting to claim that the teens who sneak out onto his property to make out are wild and therefore fair game too (she says he’s all bluster but the sheriff got involved just in case). Rhonda Grooms attempted to dye her hair blond a while back, but she’s the butt of everyone’s joke now because it came out orange. The town is planning to renovate the church with the funds from the last few years of Christmas walks.

And lastly, Erin Miller is having a baby near the end of July or in early August; Grams kept her eyes glued to me as she told me that one.

I pull the keys out of the ignition as we park in front of the farmers’ market. Wish she’d return to any of her other subjects. “And?”

“I’m just sayin’. She’s the one that got away.”

“Yeah, we both know she’s not. Even if she was, there’s nothing I can do about it now.”

“Not yet,” she reminds me. “Who knows if she’ll stay with her husband?”

“I’m sure she will, Grams. Conner’s a good guy.”

“And so are you.” Guess when you’re her age, you’re allowed to be a bold-faced liar. “Even if you don’t think so, I know you are. And someone will see that too, someday. I just thought you’d want to know about Erin.”

“Thanks, Grams, but I already did. I’m a recluse, not blind.”

“Sometimes I wonder, Cain. Sometimes I wonder.”

Leaving it at that, we head toward the stands. We have perfectly good peaches back home, but Grams has always preferred coming here because it’s a tradition going back to when she and Grandpa first opened Ruth’s. Back then, this was the closest place she could get them. She’s lucky I’m an easy mark for her and her sentimentality.

As we make our way to the peaches, she links her arm through mine and says the same thing she says almost every year, “You know, the first time your grandpa and I came here, all they had was peaches. And your grandpa marched up to the old man manning the stand and said ‘Sir, I drove two hours and there ain’t nothin’ here except peaches!’ That old man looked your grandfather straight in the eye and said, ‘You’ll get what you get, and this is all we got. Now go buy it.’ And your grandpa was such a stubborn man. I imagine that’s where you get it”—she pauses as I give her a pointed stare—“and he bought every peach they had. Cost us a lot of money just to prove a point. But we used every one of those peaches, and I swear, the look he got when people ate what we made was what you’d imagine on a gambler who just won the lottery. That look irritated me and made me love him even more.”

“It did, did it?” I ask, just like I do every time.

We stop in front of the peach bins. An elderly woman smiles at Grams and says hello as she hands me a crate for the peaches. Grams makes sure to ask the lady how her kids are doing before returning to our conversation. “Yes, it did. And I really hope you find someone like that. Someone you love so much they own your soul, and when you think you don’t have any more love left to give them, you realize you do. You always find another way to fall in love with them.”

I’ve tried to imagine myself dating a girl, slowly falling in love with her laugh, her smile, her heart, her voice, everything about her. Eventually I’d propose and she’d say yes. We’d get married and buy a house, fill it with kids. I want that life. I want the love that Grams talks about. But even though I believed in it, I didn’t believe in it for me.

Women don’t want to settle down with men who harness their emotions through pain. They don’t want a man who’s filled to the brim with rage or disinterest in life. They want something comfortable and uncomplicated—a love they don’t have to question or be wary of.

“I think we’re gonna need another crate, Mildred,” Grams calls. I blink and shake off those thoughts. Thinking about what I want versus what I can’t have is a dangerous road to travel.

Grams pats my back and glances up at me. She brings her hand up to my chin and forces me to look her in the eyes. “I love you, Cain. I just wish I could heal whatever it is that’s so broken in you.”
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MAX

The closer we get to Orchard Valley, the harder my heart seems to beat. Even with Ellie blaring music, it’s difficult to hear anything else over the unsteady pounding in my ears. I hoped my nerves might settle if I had something to distract me, like driving, but I’m beginning to realize I was wrong. Now I’m on edge while driving.

“Your wheels are turning,” Ellie points out.

“My wheels are always turning,” I sigh, tightening my grip on the steering wheel.

She turns the music down. We started our drive late because Ellie had a final shift to cover at the bar, while I still had some unfinished business with our landlord. It’s verging on midnight, which Ellie jokingly blamed on my slow driving. I rolled my eyes. If Ellie was driving, we’d probably be in a ditch somewhere. In fact, that’s where we ended up last time I let her drive. The time before that we were pulled over.

“Well, your wheels are turning too much.”

I shake my head, turning onto the bridge that takes us through the last small town before Orchard Valley. “It’s midnight, and if I don’t let my wheels turn, I’ll fall asleep.”

“Like you would ever do that.”

“Um,” I laugh, “you kept me up until five in the morning drinking strawberry daiquiris and dancing to pop songs.”

“I wanted to have a fun night—like we were fourteen-year-olds having a sleepover.”

“Minus the alcohol, I hope.”

She waves me off. “Good thing you didn’t know me at fourteen. I was a little wild.”

“I cannot imagine,” I say dryly.

“You diverted the conversation!” She begins fidgeting with her hands in her lap, turning her engagement ring around her finger. My own finger starts to ache, my ring suddenly heavy. “I know this has to be hard on you and I’m really sorry for that.”

“Ellie . . .”

She holds up her hand. “Tell those wheels to take a break and listen to me. This month means a lot to me and I want it to be a time we reminisce about when we’re old and gray. This isn’t going to be easy for you. It isn’t going to be easy for me either. So, I guess what I want you to hear is that it’s okay to be a wreck because I’m going to be a wreck. There’s no use in hiding it when we can just be wrecks together.”

I slow down at the next light, even though it’s green, so I can close my eyes and stop the onslaught of tears. I don’t know what to say. I never know what to say. Not when people apologize or when I have to explain my past. And no matter what, no matter how long the lull, there’s always something that takes me two steps back—some little reminder I once had Ethan and now I don’t.

Some days it hurts to be around Ellie. Instead of her, I see him. The eyes, the smile, the dimples—all replicas of his. After Ethan died, I started separating him and Ellie entirely, doing my best to never think of her as my dead fiancé’s twin sister. I try to only think of her as just Ellie or the future Mrs. Ellie O’Shannon or as my best friend. But never as Ellie Miller, Ethan Miller's twin, younger by one minute and forty seconds. It’s been a long time since I let myself see Ethan in her.

As we drive past the welcome sign that declares we are now in “Orchard Valley: A Lakeside Haven,” I’m suddenly flooded with both memories and a lack of memories. The first time Ethan brought me home to meet his family. The first time he took me out on a boat—the way he kissed me in the moonlight. When we made a pit stop here before we left for the mountains. I think about how somewhere in this town, behind the church we would have been married in, is an iron-gated family plot I’ve never had the courage to visit. How I never had a chance to say goodbye because a goodbye meant no more hellos.

“Do you still want to stop by Danny’s?” I ask to relieve the pressure of silence.

She lets out a sigh as she leans into the door. I hate that she’s so frustrated and disappointed with my reaction whenever she mentions Ethan. Talking about him helps her mourn him. I’ve never been able to do that.

“Yes,” she answers tonelessly.

“Okay,” I say. “Where do I go from here?”

“I know you’re talking literally, but it’s really hard to take it that way when it feels more like a metaphor,” she points out, obviously trying to lighten the mood. Except her small smile is too tense. She finally gives up and motions to an upcoming street. “Cherry Blossom Way.”

Ellie directs me to park in front of the hardware store Danny lives above. They’re planning to live there for the first few years until they’ve saved enough for a down payment on a house.

“You coming up?” Ellie asks me.

Their original plan was to go ahead and move in together now. Her parents were dead set against the idea. They claimed they wanted to spend as much time with Ellie as possible before the wedding. I think they just don’t like the idea of her living with Danny before marriage. When I finally agreed to stay in Orchard Valley for a month (not that the decision had ever really been in my hands), she stopped digging in her heels and said she’d stay with her parents. I think she secretly wants to spend time with them too.

We don’t have a reason to stop by Danny’s. Ellie just wants to see him. The minute he moved back here, she started missing him. “Alright, I’ll try to make it short,” she says once I shake my head. She starts to slide out of the car and then stops. “We’re okay, right?”

“We’re perfect,” I lie, offering a weak smile.

“Promise,” she commands. “Promise on the life of all the ice cream that exists in this world.”

“I promise on all the ice cream and fudge.”

Once she’s out of sight, I get out and walk toward the lake. I know she was only trying to be a good friend, but I need silence to clear my mind. Ellie is a talker; I’m not. I like to simmer, sort through details on my own and at my own pace. Ellie is confrontational and not afraid to share. The difference between us has only gotten worse with time.

I sigh as I slip off my flip-flops, promising myself that this month won’t go by as slowly as it’s threatening to.
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CAIN

I finish stacking the crates on the counter and make sure to grab my pie before I turn out the lights and lock up. Since I was little, it’s been a tradition that we bake the first peach pie of the season and then immediately eat it. All of it. We never cared about how late we got home or how worn out we were. We’ve always been up for the task. Today is the first day we aren’t. On our ride home, Grams mentioned that she was exhausted. She fell asleep at the halfway mark and when I woke her up at the Orchard Valley town limits, she tiredly asked me to just take her home.

Of course, Grams still kissed me on the head and said, “Eat my half,” basically telling me it was my job to make the pie and then eat the whole thing. After all, leaving crumbs is taboo for the first pie of the season. I waited until the diner closed to drop off the peaches and make the pie.

On my way to the boat, I notice someone sitting on the edge of the dock, feet dangling in the water. Before I can follow my impulse to dash back to the diner, she turns around and looks up at me. And damn. I freeze. Can’t move. Can’t even breathe.

My grandpa, back when he was alive, used to try to give me romantic advice. The one thing that has always stuck with me was about the moment when you met “the one.” Back then, I’d been dating Erin and I always replied that she was the one, but he’d shake his head. “When you first see the one, it won’t be like how it is with you and Erin. It won’t be easy. It’ll feel like you’re about to drop off a roller coaster with your heart in your stomach, beating harder than a kick drum. When you look at her, she’ll be glowing, like you’ve just died and gone to heaven. And once you see her, you’ll realize there isn’t anyone else in the world for you and that you haven’t been really living without her.”

I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Is that how you felt about Grams?” I just couldn’t believe anyone actually had those feelings. They seemed unreal and improbable. Nonexistent.

He only smiled knowingly at me and went back to skinning peaches. I’d always looked up to the man, but at that moment I’d thought that he’d gone five miles past crazy town.

But now? Oh shit. I’ve gone ten miles past crazy town. Everything he said—I believe it now. Unreal and improbable and nonexistent, but of course it would happen to me. Of course I would find “the one” when I’m incapable of love.

In the dim light of streetlights, the first thing I notice is her eyes, twinkling like faraway stars. Even at this distance they send a shockwave through me. There is a serenity to them that gives off a nobody’s-home-vibe. Glassy and broken and just . . . sad. Maybe I recognize that look because that’s what I see in my own. Those eyes are a book you can’t read unless you’ve been a character in the same story.

My heart feels like it’s being ripped open. She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever met, and she feels the same way I do. That dark and twisted feeling is ripping her insides like it is mine.

Her mouth is probably what stops people from noticing her sadness. It’s smaller than most but curves up naturally, making her look like she’s smiling even though her lips are in a straight, flat line. Long blond hair is piled atop her head, making her seem taller than she actually is. She probably just reaches my shoulders if she’s lucky. She’s wearing a white dress, her shoes discarded on the dock beside her. That somehow gets to me. I don’t know why. I don’t want to psychoanalyze it or whatever. But for once in my life, I’m looking at someone like me. Finally. All I want to do is wrap her up in my arms, run my fingers through her undoubtedly soft hair, brush her lips my with thumb, stare into her eyes. I want to be broken with her. This loneliness I’ve chosen feels too big to handle on my own now.

She shoots up suddenly, nearly tripping over the edge and into the water. I lurch forward, not sure what I can do from this distance. Luckily she catches herself before I can make a total idiot of myself. She takes a few steps away from the edge, glancing back nervously.

“You alright?” I ask, my voice raspy. When was the last time I talked to someone other than Grams? I don’t even remember. If anyone ever tries to talk to me, which is practically never, I ignore them or give them the don’t fuck with me or I’ll fuck with you look I’ve mastered over the years.

She gives me a quick nod and looks toward the docked boats. I’ll bet she doesn’t like being around people either. Then again, it could be she just doesn’t want to be around me.

I switch my hold on my pie. “Damn,” I grumble, the juices from the pie covering my hand.

“Sorry,” the girl whispers, drawing my attention back to her. She looks on the verge of tears now.

My gut twists, something it hasn’t done in a long time. “No, it’s not you . . . it’s just . . . peaches.”

She blinks. “Peaches,” she repeats, tears gone. Thank God for my inability to be a normal human being.

“Yeah.”

She opens her mouth like she’s about to say something, but reaches down for her shoes instead and starts to walk toward the street. When she passes by she looks everywhere but at me. I’m not ready for her to go. I want her to stay here. To stay with me.

“Hey,” I whisper.

She jumps slightly and, finally, our eyes meet. I swear I hear something between us. Like a soft song or hum. With that something comes a jolt of electricity that wakes up every part of me that’s long been dormant. My grandpa’s words come to me again, louder and clearer this time.

“Hi,” she replies nervously.

I hold up the pie for a lack of anything else to do. “Do you want a piece?” It’s been so long since I’ve spoken to anyone that I stumble over my words like a seventh-grade boy asking a girl to a dance. I didn’t even mean to say that, I just opened my mouth and vomited words. Smooth.

When she doesn’t say anything, I clear my throat. “I made it . . . at my Grams’s restaurant,” I explain, pointing over to Ruth’s with my thumb.

She glances back at it and then her eyes roam over me skeptically. “Alright,” she answers with a long breath.

I release my own held breath, relieved and panicked, and walk to my boat, listening to the sound of her steps as she follows closely behind. When we get there she doesn’t make any move to get on the boat with me. She just waits outside while I fix up a plate for her.

As I walk back out, it hits me. What am I doing? Am I possessed or something? I don’t do things like this anymore. I don’t talk to people, let alone women. Sure, she’s probably the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen and I see something in her that I feel inside myself . . . but that doesn’t mean my world is suddenly fixed. It’s always going to be in ruins. I’m not stupid. I know I can never be with another person. I know she won’t ever look back after tonight—not at me. So, what’s my endgame here? What do I expect?

I won’t let there be an endgame. I’ll just give her the pie, and she’ll walk away and I’ll never see her again. I’ll go back to my isolated life and forget all about her. Simple as that. I hope.

She jumps again when I open the door, looking from me to the street nervously. Clearly while I’ve been contemplating my motive, she’s been contemplating running. I hand the pie to her, and she thanks me quietly.

I won’t say another word, because I know if I do, I’ll be running it over and over forever in my head. I can’t remember the last thing
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