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      Most little girls dream about their wedding day.

      The stunning white lacy dress.

      The beautiful, fragrant flowers.

      The poignant music.

      The magical walk down the aisle.

      To the perfect man standing at the altar.

      The exchange of vows that mean love will last forever.

      They certainly don’t dream about saying “I do” to an anonymous driver in a uniform when he asks if you accept delivery of your fiancé’s ashes.

      They don’t sign for and receive a cardboard box containing everything left of their soulmate with trembling hands.

      Their tears aren’t of soul-crushing agony.

      Those little girls have a dream.

      I am living a nightmare.

      Lightning streaks across the pitch-black sky, splitting it open the same way my heart has been and casting a bright light across the dark patio where I stand frozen in place—just like I have been since Drew died.

      The delivery driver turns and races back down the walkway to his truck through the driving rain that has continued all evening and has only seemed to increase since I opened the door. Almost as if the storm senses the tempest raging inside me and wants to match its ferocity.

      Rolling thunder moves through me in a catastrophic wave, rattling my ribcage and drawing out the sob I managed to contain while that poor man stood here and handed Drew over to me, knowing what this box contains.

      He knew what he was delivering. I could see it in his eyes—the apology, the pity, the sorry written all over the way he looked at me when I opened the door. But he couldn’t understand the painful irony of delivering what I hold in my hands today.

      Yesterday, I might have been able to handle it.

      Tomorrow, it could have been bearable.

      Literally any other day but today…

      When I should be having my first dance with my husband at our reception right now, surrounded by our friends and family. When I should be the happiest I’ve ever been in my entire life at this exact moment, instead of lost in a black abyss of agony. When my entire future is supposed to be spread out before me and wide open to a thousand magical things with Drew as my partner and by my side. When he should be carrying me across this threshold as his wife…

      Instead, I’m carrying this cardboard box that holds all my hopes and dreams and trying not to fall apart completely out here while the storm violently reminds me of the reasons I know I will.

      Because there are too many unanswered questions.

      So many things that don’t make any sense.

      I stare up at the seething sky—bright flashes, booming thunder, an angry deluge soaking the yard and street beyond it. To some, it might feel like a cleansing rain. It might wash away the surface layers of dirt, nourish the grass and flowers—and under normal circumstances, I would see it that way and relish it—but not tonight.

      Tonight, all I see is my despair.

      Each streak of lightning illuminates the billow of black clouds when all I want is some enlightenment about how it came to this.

      How? How? How?

      Another sob slips from my lips, this one swallowed by another crack of thunder, this one so close it shakes the ground and vibrates through my bare feet.

      Why?

      Why the hell did it have to be him?

      I’ve asked the question so many times.

      Begged for answers from whatever higher power might be out there.

      And a month later, I have none.

      No explanation for why Drew was even in that part of town that night.

      Nothing that can tell me why he ran that stop sign.

      He was the most conscientious person I had ever met. Always meticulous, focused, and thorough in how he did everything. From making love to treating his ER patients to driving…he never left anything to chance. And he was always the best at what he did.

      So, lying to me. Being so distracted that he would run a stop sign and⁠—

      I shake my head, squeezing my eyes closed as the warm summer rain splatters my skin and the box. Tears streak down my face, combining with the fat, driving drops until I can’t tell what is from me and what comes from the sky anymore.

      After four years, countless promises, and the dream I was so sure had become my reality, all I’m left with is this.

      My hands tremble around the box, and I take one last look at the storm outside and kick the door closed. Water drops to the wood floor as I take unsteady steps across the living room to place the wet cardboard on the mantle before I do something stupid—like drop it.

      Drop him.

      Oh, God…

      He’s really in there.

      Agony wraps around my chest like a vise, the familiar stranglehold that steals all the air from my lungs, the same way Drew and our future together were stolen from me.

      I choke on a sob as I struggle to draw in a breath that only brings Drew’s scent with it—spearmint from his natural shampoo and soap mixed with that crisp, lightly antiseptic smell that always clung to him even after he left the hospital and showered. My vision fades in and out as I stare at the box, seeing Drew’s warm grin and crystal-blue eyes instead of what he is now…

      My legs give out, and I collapse in front of the empty fireplace, where there isn’t any heat from flames to reach the chill in my soul. Even if there were, their warmth couldn’t fill the emptiness, the massive, gaping void I’ve felt in the center of my chest since I got the call that night that took everything from me.

      For a second, I’m tempted to strike a match, light the stack of logs, and throw myself into them, to let myself become ashes like Drew is now, so we can be together again⁠—

      The shrill ring of my phone on the end table beside the couch drags me away from the very dark place my mind was traveling to, where I’ve spent so much time over the past four weeks.

      It rings a second time, the sound so damn loud in the otherwise silent house. A house that used to be so full of music and laughter, that used to be so warm, instead of this cold, hollow place it’s become. I can’t even have any flowers in here—the first time in my entire life that my home doesn’t hold any of that beautiful life. Because I can’t bear to see it.

      I don’t want to move.

      I don’t want to have to heave myself up off this floor.

      A third ring makes me wince.

      If I don’t answer it, she’ll just keep calling.

      For the past month, it’s been the same routine. The same calls. And I learned that first week that if I don’t pick up, Marlo will be at my front door within twenty minutes.

      Using my hands braced against the brick fireplace, I stagger to my unsteady feet, swiping at the tears, as if she can somehow see them.

      Thank God she can’t.

      If she could, she would be here in fifteen, and the thought of her racing across Philly, worried and distracted, makes panic twist my empty stomach.

      Marlo’s name flashes across the screen, and the fourth ring sounds.

      Shit.

      My hand trembles as I snatch the offensive device off the end table and swipe to accept the call. I release a long breath to try to steel my voice, at least making an attempt to get my lungs to cooperate enough that it isn’t readily apparent I’ve been sitting on the floor sobbing. If I don’t, she’ll know. She always knows.

      I bring my phone to my ear and lower myself onto the couch. “Hi…”

      “Hey, girl!” Something rustles in the background, and she grunts slightly, muttering something unintelligible under her breath. Likely a completely inappropriate curse. Considering she’s at work at the shop right now and any customer could overhear her, I should probably be more worried about it, but I can’t bring myself to care. “Sorry, just trying to get some restocking done before we close.”

      Which is where I should be.

      Instead, I’ve abandoned the business Nonni and Mom spent so many years building into what it is today…and left it in Marlo’s hands.

      Acid that tastes an awful lot like guilt climbs my raw throat, and I swallow it back with a wince.

      “Take as much time as you need…”

      It doesn’t matter how many times she says those words to me; I can’t help but feel like I’ve failed Nonni, Mom, and their memories by not being able to get my shit together enough to go in.

      Buds & Blooms has always been a second home to me. I took my first steps in the greenhouse with them watching, but putting together bridal bouquets and dealing with husbands stopping in to purchase flowers for their wives proved far too difficult when I did make the single attempt to return to work since Drew’s death.

      I inhale deeply, trying to fill the lungs that failed me earlier and prevent myself from sobbing again because I can’t do company tonight, no matter how well-meaning Marlo is. And if she hears my voice crack, if she thinks for one instant that I’m anywhere near crumbling, she’ll be here in an instant.

      “Was everything all right the rest of the day?”

      Not that I think much has changed since we spoke a few hours ago, but things can get crazy this time of year, with people doing summer planting, throwing parties, plus all the weddings…

      So many beautiful flowers for so many stunning brides.

      My eyes drift to the box on the mantle—pale brown with darker spots where the rain outside hit it during the driver’s race from the truck to the porch and into my hands. All while I stood frozen at the door, for who knows how long, watching the storm.

      A boulder lodges squarely in my throat, and this isn’t something I can so easily swallow down.

      Not tonight.

      Drew would have loved the flowers I chose for our ceremony…

      White peonies—a symbol of new beginnings.

      What we should have had…

      Together.

      Marlo makes some very unbecoming grunting noise, then sighs. “Of course. Trina and I have everything under control. I was just calling to see how you are doing.”

      What she’s really asking is if the ashes came.

      I keep staring at the box, trying not to think about what’s in it.

      It’s just a cardboard box.

      Just a box.

      Just a box.

      “I’m…” I squeeze my eyes closed, drawing in a ragged breath. “Not great.”

      Whatever Marlo was doing in the background stops, the other end of the line now dead silent. “What happened since the last time we talked?”

      It’s incredible how much can change in only a few hours.

      One minute, I was in bed under Drew. Lost in his touch. His kiss. His absolute devotion. Blissfully happy. Falling into that ethereal haze that always surrounded me when we were together.

      And three hours later, he was gone.

      “I just signed for⁠—”

      A sob slips from my throat instead of the words I’m trying to find.

      The box?

      The ashes?

      Drew?

      What do I even call that thing on my mantle?

      I slap my hand over my mouth, trying to contain the all-out breakdown threatening to come that I’m not sure I would be able to find a way out of. “Shit, I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Oh, God. No, Ivy. Do not apologize. I can be there in forty minutes if I stop to pick up wine and sushi. Thirty minutes if it’s only the wine. Twenty if you don’t need the alcohol.”

      Despite the anguish attempting to consume me, her offer brings a laugh bubbling up. “I already ate.” Lie. “And I have a bottle in the fridge.” Though I’ve barely touched that, either. “But I’m okay.” I take a deep breath, willing it to be true even though I haven’t been okay in a very long time. “I’m going to head to bed soon anyway. You don’t need to come over.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Am I?

      Curling up on the couch to eat sushi and watch something funny and mindless with Marlo does have its appeal, but I just want to be alone tonight.

      Well, not alone.

      My eyes move to the mantle again, and I swallow through the emotion clogging my throat again. “I’m positive. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Marlo releases a little sigh. “You don’t need to come in. You can take more time off. I promise, we can hold down the fort.”

      If anyone else were trying to keep me away from Buds & Blooms, I might take offense, but Marlo means well and is only attempting to give me what she thinks I need. But more time won’t change anything. It won’t bring Drew back or fill this void in my chest that festers like an infected wound.

      “…And since it sounds like I won’t be able to convince you to let me come over tonight or to take another day or two, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”

      The morning.

      A new dawn.

      A new beginning.

      One I eventually have to start taking advantage of.

      Starting tomorrow…

      “You will.”

      “Did you…”—she hesitates a moment, long enough to make me brace for whatever she’s about to ask—“talk to Nancy?”

      Instantly, that vicious vise tightens around my ribcage again, and the tremor in Drew’s mother’s voice plays in my ears as if I’m still talking to her now. “Yes. She called earlier to see how I was doing.”

      “How is she doing?”

      Dropping my head against the back of the couch, I stare at the beams across the living room ceiling. “I guess as well as can be expected.” I wipe away tears that slide down my temples. “She said she wanted to make sure I knew that she would always consider me a daughter even though the wedding didn’t happen.”

      “Oh, hon…”

      Nancy should have been my mother-in-law by now. She should be out on that dance floor with Drew in the beautiful silver gown she bought for the wedding, enjoying watching one of her sons get married. She shouldn’t be mourning his loss the same way I am, shouldn’t be grieving and asking questions that have no answers.

      That sense of utter disbelief overwhelms me again, as it has every single day since Drew drove away and never came back.

      Because none of it makes any sense.

      He shouldn’t have been there.

      He said he was going to the hospital, that they needed his help on a shift…

      Marlo inhales deeply, the sound breaking the silence lingering on the line, and when she speaks, the raw emotion in her voice tells me she’s near tears even though she would never admit that to me. “I’m so happy you have her.”

      I sniffle, wiping the snot from my nose. “I am, too.”

      Nancy’s words earlier today bolstered what I’ve always felt since the moment I met the woman. That pure, unadulterated acceptance and love. The same her son always gave me. I may have lost him, but Nancy will never disappear from my life.

      At least I can be grateful for that when everything else seems too pointless and bleak.

      The sound of the speaker system at the greenhouse cuts through the line, announcing closing time.

      Marlo jostles the phone again and says something to someone I can’t make out. “Hey, Ivy, I have to run. We’re closing, and I need to wrangle a few stragglers from the aisles.”

      “Okay, goodnight.”

      “Goodnight. Call me if you need me.” Her stern tone makes me smile, picturing that look she always gives anyone when she means business. “Really.”

      I end the call, knowing I won’t pick up my phone again even if she does call. Not because I don’t appreciate her efforts; I just need to be alone with him. I’ve spent the four weeks since Andrew’s death trying to hold myself together. Attempting to be strong. Moving through each day and night with this emptiness threatening to consume me—a black hole that devours all light, all happiness, everything good and pure I once had.

      Tonight, now that he’s home, I’m going to let it.

      I need to allow myself to mourn what I was supposed to have. What today was supposed to be. Who I was supposed to be when I came back to this house—Mrs. Doctor Andrew Usher. Instead of what I am. Not even a widow, just…alone.

      Thunder rumbles the house, close enough that the metal frame holding the photo of Drew and me that sits on the end table beside me actually vibrates against the wood slightly.

      I reach out and take it with a trembling hand, brushing my fingers across my favorite picture of us—on the shore, with the sun shining down on us, the waves crashing in the background, and Drew lifting me and spinning me around.

      The joy of that moment when I said, “yes,” radiates from the snapshot.

      His dark hair disheveled in the wind. Bright-blue eyes filled with so much warmth and affection as he looks at me. A smile so wide the photo can barely capture all of it.

      “Fuck…” I battle another sob. “Why the hell did you leave me?”

      I’m never going to see his face again.

      I’ll never experience the same happiness I had in his arms.

      “Shit. Shit. Shit!”

      I slide the picture face down onto the end table, then drop my head into my hands, rubbing the heels of my palms into my wet, swollen, painful eyes.

      Thunder rolls again, and a shiver slides down my spine.

      The storm hanging over the city doesn’t want to seem to let up, almost as if God Himself is mourning with me.

      Maybe that should be a comfort, but I can’t find comfort in anything right now.

      Still, I push to my bare feet and pad across the hardwood floors to the front door. Going outside to stand in the warm summer rain might help wash away some of this despair—even if only for a few moments.

      And I need it.

      Something.

      Anything that might help.

      My body vibrates as I unlock the deadbolt and turn the handle, like it can feel the energy of what’s waiting outside. For the briefest split second, I hesitate before tugging the door open.

      Storms like this can be dangerous. But the potential threat waiting for me doesn’t stop me from pulling the door toward me. It can’t overpower the need to seek any way to temper the agony.

      I stare out at the unlit porch, under the burned-out bulb Drew never got around to replacing.

      Someone stands at the edge of the poured concrete slab in the rain.

      Back to me.

      About to step off and onto the path that leads down to the sidewalk.

      Leaving without ever knocking or ringing the bell.

      A tall man.

      All I can make out is broad shoulders covered with a black leather jacket.

      Thick, dark hair, soaked from the rain that still pours down.

      The sound of the door opening makes him freeze.

      Slowly, the man turns toward me.

      Lightning flashes, illuminating his face, and my breath catches.

      Goosebumps break out across my skin, and my body trembles as inky darkness encroaches around the edges of my vision, blurring out the face I never thought I’d see again. “Drew?”
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      The scent of fresh summer rain, wet leather, and something clean and citrusy like lemon soap invades my breath, and I inhale it deeply, tugging the fluffy blanket tighter around me to stay in the perfect dream I’ve been floating in so magically.

      One where Drew is here.

      Where I can see his face again…

      A warm, gentle hand cups my cheek, turning my face to the side. Calloused fingers brush across my temple. “Ivy?”

      “Hmm?”

      I lean into the touch, the familiar warmth and comfort of it enough to make a little sigh slip from my lips. The same electric buzz that always comes from his soft caress makes me want to luxuriate in it forever.

      Drew always knows what I need…

      “Ivy?” His voice sounds rough tonight. Off. A little unsteady. Like he’s upset about something. Maybe a bad night in the ER. “Can you open your eyes?”

      Were they closed?

      The thick, gray fog clouding my brain starts to clear slowly, but I try to cling to it. Try desperately to make it stay so he will stay.

      A crack of thunder rattles the house, and I groan and roll toward the only touch that has ever lit me on fire.

      “Drew…mmm…was sleeping…”

      Those fingers at my temple still. “Ivy, I need you to open your eyes for me.”

      Ugh…

      So demanding.

      That isn’t like Drew.

      He’s so patient. So kind. Always putting everyone else’s needs first. Taking care of me the way only he can. Like now…

      “Ivy, please.”

      That strain in his normally smooth voice finally shatters the last vestiges of sleep, and I force my lids open.

      Shadows engulf the room, the lights I swore were on in the kitchen and living room now off. Only the occasional flash of lightning through the front window illuminates the space.

      Drew squats in front of me, where I lie on the couch, cocooned in the thick, fuzzy blanket I remember being draped across the back. His normally bright-blue eyes seem darker tonight as he examines me, hand still pressed to one cheek, keeping my face tilted toward him. “Are you feeling okay?”

      Huh?

      Why wouldn’t I be?

      He always worries so much.

      It’s so hard for him to take off his “doctor” hat, even when he’s not at the hospital and there’s no reason to worry.

      I push myself up slowly, his hand falling away with my movement, and he shifts back slightly and rises to his feet.

      It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness to be able to see anything.

      The pale wood floors.

      Booted feet.

      Black motorcycle boots.

      Dark jeans.

      A black T-shirt pulled taut over a sculpted chest.

      Tattoos swirling up his left arm…

      What?

      I blink a few times, trying to clear the remaining fog I’ve been floating in.

      Lightning flashes again, followed by another rumble of thunder.

      The man standing in front of me retreats a step, then another, until he can lower himself into one of the chairs across from the sofa.

      But something is wrong.

      Very wrong.

      My heart lurches into my throat.

      That isn’t Drew.

      Tears pool in my eyes as they sweep up to the mantle—where the cardboard box sits. Exactly where I left it—him—when I answered the call from Marlo.

      An inked arm reaches up and switches on the lamp in the corner behind his chair, bathing the room in a warm glow and enough light to see that the man sitting in the leather chair most definitely isn’t Drew—even though he has the same face.

      God, I’ve missed seeing him…

      But it isn’t quite right.

      Longer hair that, in its current wet state, curls haphazardly over his forehead and around his face. Small silver hoops hang in his nose and ears. Slightly broader, more muscular shoulders and arms fill the chair. Tattoos  over his exposed skin when Drew refused to ink his. And the eyes—though they’re the same vibrant blue—seem haunted. Somehow shadowed more than the ones I’ve stared into for the past four years.

      It takes a second for my brain to fully get on board with what it’s seeing. For it all to finally click.

      I suck in a sharp breath. “Camden?”

      He clears his throat, shifting forward to rest his elbows on his knees. The movement shifts the collar on his T-shirt, showing a glint of a silver necklace. “I’m sorry about how I just…showed up like this. I should have called to warn you I was coming…”

      “What?”

      Shaking my head, I try to clear away the remaining cobwebs, try to make sense of what’s happening.

      His uneasy gaze darts to the front door, then back to me quickly. “You…called me Drew and passed out on the porch. I caught you and brought you inside to the couch.”

      I did what?

      Cam swallows thickly, his Adam’s apple bobbing under tanned skin. “I can’t imagine what that must have been like…opening the door and seeing me…” He shoves a trembling hand through his wet hair, shifting it away from his face, only to have it fall right back. “I should have thought about what a shock it would be and called first.”

      My mind spins.

      Flashes of memory return.

      Wanting to go out in the warm summer rain.

      Opening the door.

      Someone standing there.

      A flash of lightning.

      Drew…

      I squeeze my eyes closed against the wave of despair that washes over me. It threatens to drown me under its catastrophic power, twisting me violently, heaving me toward the truth I managed to forget for a few blissful moments.

      My fingers curl around the soft fabric of the blanket Cam must have covered me with when he brought me to the couch.

      Cam!

      That wasn’t Drew.

      This isn’t Drew.

      No matter how many times I repeat it to myself, when I reopen my eyes, the man sitting across from me still looks like Drew. My heart still stutters seeing his face again. I’ve missed it—missed him—so damn much.

      I never thought I’d see him again anywhere except in old photographs.

      But it’s like he’s here with me even when he isn’t.

      Cam rubs his hand across a lightly stubbled cheek, his gaze drifting to the box on the mantle like he can somehow tell what’s inside it even when it doesn’t have any visible labeling.

      My stomach pitches, the tears burning in my eyes threatening to fall. Because the longer I stare at him and see the differences, I also see all the similarities. Every little feature that matches. “I just didn’t expect you to…look so much like him.”

      He gives me a grim half-smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, which I now see have dark rings under them, as if he’s as exhausted as I am. “That’s the thing with identical twins. Someone else always has your face.”

      Until they don’t…

      Anger flashes hot through my veins, my hands fisting in the blanket.

      Because Drew is gone now.

      But his brother is here.

      “What are you doing here, Cam?”

      He shifts restlessly at my question, clenching his hands together in front of him.

      “I thought you were still in London.”

      Settling back in the chair, he nods slowly, his intense gaze locked on me, like he’s trying to memorize my face when I’m the one who is struggling, seeing his. “I was. And now I’m not. I wanted to let you know I was back in town, so it wasn’t a surprise if you saw me somewhere.” He releases a little sardonic laugh. “Not that it could have gone much worse than that did.”

      What the hell did he expect?

      Given his absence from Drew’s life during our entire relationship, and even after his death, him simply appearing on my doorstep on my wedding day couldn’t have been on my bingo card.

      “Why now?” That bubbling anger shifts to something even hotter. “You didn’t even come back for the funeral. So, why now?”

      His lips press together into a firm line.

      A muscle in his tense jaw tics.

      Camden doesn’t like me calling him out, but he deserves it—the anger, the scrutiny, the discomfort at having to face his actions.

      Nothing should have kept him from coming to his brother’s funeral.

      Nothing.

      Yet, I was the one there holding his mom while she sobbed during the service. I was the one accepting condolences from friends and strangers. I was the one helping Nancy make all the difficult decisions when all she wanted was her other son here.

      When he should have been here.

      He dips his head to avert his gaze, and his hair flops forward again, hiding his eyes—either because he can’t or won’t look at me. “I know you’re angry about that, and you have every right to be. My relationship with Drew was…”—he releases a heavy sigh filled with so many emotions they seem to fill up the room as much as Cam’s presence does, and when he lifts his head again, the pain filling his gaze matches my own, maybe exceeds it, which I didn’t think was even possible—“complicated.”

      “Complicated?” My voice cracks on the word, emotion getting the better of me. “That’s all you’re going to say about it? That it was complicated?” I lean toward Cam as my anger rises. “He was your brother. You shared a damn womb. You share the same face. And you weren’t here for your mom when she lost him. Does she even know that you’re here now?”

      The look he gives me answers before he does. Pure guilt floods his darkened gaze as his hands tense on the armrests. “No…” He shakes his head, and the steely set of his shoulders grows, until he looks like he’s about to snap. “She doesn’t know, and I know I have no right to ask this of you, but please, don’t tell her.”

      “What?” I shift forward on the couch, mouth gaping as my entire body trembles. “You-you can’t be serious.”

      Cam shoves to his feet and grabs a wet leather jacket off the back of the other chair, shoving his arms through the sleeves. It settles over him like it was cut for his body, perfectly molding to his shoulders and chest as he zips it. “Coming here was a mistake. Again, I’m sorry…”

      He starts to make his way toward the front door but pauses beside the end table next to the couch, flipping the photograph I laid down up. His gaze rakes over the image, the corner of his lips turning up ever so slightly, but it doesn’t take away any of the pain in his eyes. “He really loved you.”

      My breath catches, a sob crawling up my throat.

      His hand trembles as he sets the frame back down, the photo facing me. Showing me what will now be the happiest moment of my life. When I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with Drew. When I had everything in my grasp and was clinging to it so tightly that I thought I’d never lose it.

      But somehow, it slipped through my fingers…

      Sure strides bring Cam to the door before I can even get myself untangled from the blanket and to my feet.

      I waver slightly when I finally manage it. “You’re leaving?”

      His hand pauses on the knob. With his back still to me, he inhales deeply, his shoulders rising then falling as he releases it slowly. “I’m sorry I came, Ivy. I thought I was doing the right thing, but—” He shakes his head, still refusing to look at me. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing I do is ever the right thing.”

      With those words, he yanks open the door and steps out into the storm still blustering outside.

      Another sharp flash of lightning illuminates his tense features as he turns and takes one last look at me before pulling the door closed behind him in time with the crack of thunder that shakes the house.

      My head spins.

      What the hell just happened?

      I rush after him on wobbly legs, turning the knob and tugging the door open as he reaches the end of the walkway, where a motorcycle sits parked at the curb.

      He isn’t going to ride that in this weather…

      Only someone with a death wish would.

      Yet, he must have ridden it here.

      Through the driving rain.

      Coming here to tell me he was back was so important to him that he risked that and will again to leave.

      He tugs on a helmet and throws his leg over the Harley Davidson without looking my way. Wind whips the rain almost sideways, more lightning cracking the sky as he fires it up and pulls away from the curb onto the soaked street, disappearing into the deluge and leaving me reeling.

      Why did he come?

      After four years of not speaking with Drew. After never meeting me or showing any inclination of ever wanting to. After staying in London and using it as an excuse to never come home. After missing birthdays. After missing his brother’s funeral. After failing to be here for his mother during such a horrible, traumatic time…he just shows up at my doorstep one month later.

      Why?

      The storm swallows the sound of the motorcycle’s engine quickly as he flees.

      He’s gone.

      I stagger back a step, then close the door against the riot outside, turning to rest my shoulders to the smooth wood. My heart thuds wildly beneath my ribs. My hands won’t stop shaking. Even my knees seem weak from the encounter with the other Usher twin.

      Something made him return to Philadelphia now.

      And something brought him to my doorstep tonight.

      But I don’t have the faintest clue what it could be.

      I slide down the door until my butt hits the wet floor, but I don’t care that my jeans are now damp.

      Whatever reason Cam has for coming home, it’s his.

      It doesn’t affect me.

      I can’t let it.

      Not when I can barely contain the chaotic, soul-crushing emotions that swamp me every waking moment and the memories and nightmares that plague me when I try to sleep.

      But not telling Nancy that he’s back when she’s grieving and needs her son, that’s something else entirely.

      A debate wages inside my head, between calling her immediately and telling her Cam is here or honoring his request. More of a plea, really. The way he looked when he asked me not to tell her, the pain in his gaze—it’s enough to give me pause in grabbing my phone.

      What is going on with you, Camden Usher?

      Something tells me finding out the truth will be almost as hard as figuring out what to do with that.

      My eyes land on the box, and I push myself to my feet and slowly make my way over to it. I trail my fingers across the damp cardboard, my throat tightening.

      “What should I do?”

      Drew was always my sounding board.

      No matter what was bothering me—issues at the shop with employees or stock, bridezillas who made my days so much harder, even my occasional spats with Marlo over trivial things.

      He was the only person who ever got all of me.

      I sink back to my knees in front of the fireplace where I was before Marlo called and Cam showed up. It’s the closest I can get to him without pulling the urn from that box, and I don’t have it in me to do that right now.

      Not when I just saw his ghost.
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      Heavy thumping bass vibrates the old, worn wooden planks under my bare feet.

      Radiates up my legs.

      Through my stomach.

      Across my chest.

      Down my arms.

      My fingers twitch.

      I tighten them around the brush in my hand.

      The music flooding the studio throbs in my ears, pulsates through my blood, the deep melodic chords urging me to concentrate on it and what I’m doing, rather than the demons plaguing me tonight. Old ones that threaten to drag me back where I’ve fought so hard to get away from.

      Tilting my head, I examine the massive blank canvas laid out on the floor in front of me.

      Flawless.

      Pristine.

      Too. Damn. Perfect.

      The image materializes in my mind.

      A quick flash of exactly what it’s meant to be.

      I thrust the brush into the black paint…

      And give in to what it demands.
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            IVY

          

          ONE WEEK LATER

        

      

    

    
      Sweat trickles down my temple, and I swipe it away with my forearm, trying not to smear soil across my face in the process. Though, that’s not an unusual look for me most days, since I’d rather spend them here than in the main store area behind the counter.

      Working in the greenhouse this time of year can be stifling, but with certain plants—like this orchid—it’s a necessary evil. And I’ll happily suffer in here rather than do it alone at home like I have been for weeks.

      Marlo seems unbothered by the heat and humidity, sitting in the plastic chair with her booted feet kicked up on the planting table, popping Cool Ranch Doritos into her mouth as she watches me work on repotting.

      I cast a pointed look in her direction. “You could help, you know?”

      She scowls at me and crunches on another chip. “I could, but you’re the one who said you needed to come into work this week. That you needed the distraction and to get things back to normal. I’m also on my break, which I am legally entitled to.”

      One of her blond brows rises haughtily at me.

      Goddamn her for actually listening to me.

      And for being right about the break.

      I point a dirty-gloved finger at her. “You’re right. I did say that, but that was not an invitation for you to slack off and do zero work now that I’m back. Remember that.”

      She smirks victoriously and returns to her snack, rocking on the rear feet of the chair as she scans the greenhouse and the few customers milling around the front portion where we keep the plants and flowers for sale.

      I roll my eyes and get back to working on loosening the roots. Hopefully, Gladys will do better in this larger pot. The thought of potentially losing Mom’s last orchid is too much to even consider right now.

      No more death.

      Even if Gladys is only a plant.

      At almost fifteen years old, she’s reaching the end of her lifespan. I don’t think Nonni or Mom ever got one to last longer than this, and even almost a decade after Nonni passed and five years since Mom did, this last tangible piece of their lives and their passion for this place has come to mean more to me than it probably should.

      If it finally dies, I don’t think I could handle it.

      As it is, I’m barely getting out of bed. Barely getting dressed. Barely making it in to the shop. And I’ve mostly kept myself tucked away in the greenhouse or back rooms of the store, avoiding having to deal with customers because I can’t yet.

      The tears seem to come whenever they want to. Often, when I’m not even thinking about Drew. I’ll just find a wet drop on my hand and realize I’m crying
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