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Prologue

Twenty-two years ago

“I mean, look at him.” Molly tipped her head toward the other side of Principal Evers’s office, where Karl Dean was mutter-shouting an obscenity-filled rant to his tired-looking father. “He’s not slick enough to try cheating. He can’t even whisper at a normal volume.”

Her dad pressed his lips together, a telltale sign of his amusement, while her mother kicked Molly under the table.

An hour earlier, Karl, Molly, and a whiny blond kid named Ned had been handed referrals by their chemistry teacher and sent to the principal’s office. Ned, for cribbing answers from Karl’s test. Karl, for theoretically cooperating with said cribbing.

Her, for insubordination.

She’d seen no evidence that Karl had noticed Ned’s cheating efforts, much less encouraged them. When she’d informed their teacher of that fact, then protested the unfairness of Karl’s referral, she’d promptly received her own.

By all rights, the four letters spelling out Mr. Miller’s genetic code shouldn’t be A, C, G, and T. They should be D-I-C-K.

He didn’t like anyone, but he especially detested Karl. Maybe because the teacher prized neatness, precision, and absolute obedience above all else in the classroom, and Karl’s very being—his refusal to participate, his inattention to homework, and his oversized personality and physical presence—offended Mr. Miller. Or maybe he was just pissed that Karl could answer every single question correctly in class, no matter how hard the teacher tried to catch his student off guard.

Either way, when he’d noticed Ned cheating off of Karl’s test, he hadn’t been inclined to give Karl the benefit of the doubt. Even after Molly’s ill-fated intervention.

Since Principal Evers had asked the three students for their side of the story instead of simply echoing Mr. Miller’s accusations, she was hoping he’d prove more impartial. Ned had already offered his unconvincing tale of innocence and woe. Now it was Molly’s turn.

The principal—impeccably suited, as always—raised a single brow at her. “Go on.”

She met his eyes. “You’ve talked to Karl before. You know him.”

He inclined his head in acknowledgment.

Karl had been sent to the office at least four separate times before today. She’d counted.

It wasn’t that she truly cared about him or his disciplinary woes. She’d moved to Maryland and enrolled in Harlot’s Bay High School only a week before the start of the school year, so she didn’t much care about anyone here. She probably never would, since her mom and dad would transfer to new defense contractor jobs and another new town soon enough.

Still, she enjoyed studying him.

Because he was a sophomore too and they’d been assigned essentially the same classes, they sat next to each other anytime the teacher seated students in alphabetical order. But even if they’d freely chosen their seats, she couldn’t have missed him.

His scruff sprang thick and lush from a pugnacious jaw and was the color of a penny, several shades brighter than the reddish brown of his hair. With that beard and his sturdy frame, he kind of looked like he could be everyone else’s uncle, especially when he scowled. Which he did continually, at least when he wasn’t glowering or glaring or frowning in a vaguely homicidal manner.

So he stood out that way. Also, she’d never met another human being so laughably bad at whispering or so attached to the word fuck in all its useful forms.

Molly had already spent a significant amount of time memorizing his mannerisms and intonations and the jut of his chin, then practicing them in private and learning to mimic them, as she did whenever she encountered someone especially expressive or memorable. In all her scrutiny, she hadn’t yet caught Karl out in a lie. He didn’t seem to be an actual dick either. Just cranky and fond of obscenities. So she’d stood up for him in class that day, even though Karl had immediately told her to sit down, keep her mouth shut, and stay out of trouble.

She hadn’t listened.

“Stubborn as a mule,” her mom called her. “Committed,” her dad always countered.

Molly continued, “As far as I can tell, Karl has one real friend.”

“Matthew Vine.” The principal sounded sure of that.

“Exactly.” She raised a finger in emphasis. “Why would Karl risk punishment for Ned, who isn’t even his friend? And why would Ned choose to ally himself with someone entirely incapable of subtlety and discretion?”

As if to punctuate her statement, Karl chose that moment to fling his substantial arms in the air and mutter-shout to his father in outrage, “I didn’t do anything! Why should I fucking apologize?”

Everyone else in the room swiveled to face him, and Principal Evers raised both brows and waited. Karl’s flush reappeared, creeping over his cheeks and up to his ear tips.

“Sorry.” The apology was brusque, but it sounded sincere. “I’ll … sorry.”

To draw the principal’s attention away from her hapless classmate, Molly drummed her fingernails on the wooden table. When Evers turned her way, she made her final statement.

“Mr. Miller doesn’t like Karl. That’s been clear from the first day,” she said, and met Karl’s eyes. “Which is odd, considering Dean’s famous charm and friendliness toward everyone he meets.”

Despite the narrow-eyed glare Karl sent her, his lips twitched faintly in the middle of that thick, coppery beard. “Doesn’t like you much either now,” he told her.

“From him?” She flicked her wrist in dismissal. “That’s a compliment.”

“Please stay on topic, Ms. Dearborn,” Principal Evers advised, and she obliged.

“It’s true that I was insubordinate and Ned cheated. Probably because he could use a tutor, and the school should make sure he gets the extra help he needs.” When Principal Evers frowned and scrawled Chem tutor => Daniels? on his notepad, she moved him further up her list of favorite administrators. “But Karl shouldn’t be disciplined, and he should be allowed to retake the quiz. He did nothing wrong except sit beside Ned.”

Poor, confused Ned. Last week, he’d defined an electron as “one of those machines that reads Scantron tests.”

Ned’s mom turned to him, her expression softening. “Neddy, if you need a tutor, we’ll get you one. Why didn’t you tell me you were having a hard time in class?”

“I …” His voice cracked, and he stopped and took a shuddering breath. Then he nodded, his eyes too bright, before dropping his chin to his chest and staring at the tile floor. “I’m sorry. I won’t cheat again.”

Looking thoughtful, Principal Evers tapped his pen against his notepad. “And Karl had nothing to do with it?”

They watched the top of Ned’s blond head shake a silent no.

In the end, the principal apologized to Karl for the false accusation of cheating, thanked Molly for telling the truth under difficult circumstances, and shuffled both families out of the conference room so he could meet privately with Ned and his mom before the final bell rang.

Outside Principal Evers’s office, Karl scratched at his beard and considered her.

“Shouldn’t’ve done that,” he finally said. “But thank you.”

“No biggie.” She shrugged. “Merely performing my civic duty.”

He rolled his eyes. “Nerd.”

“You know it,” she said cheerfully.

After that incident, she and Karl became friends of a sort. She sat with him and Matthew in the cafeteria. In the summer, when she began working at Ice Queen—the local ice cream parlor—on the weekends, he often walked to the store, bought a kiddie cone, and spent an hour or two reading his latest sci-fi paperback from the library at a table near the cash register, although he didn’t say much.

That same summer, her parents decided they’d remain in Maryland until she graduated, which was fine by her. There would be no new group dynamics to decipher. No unfamiliar warrens of hallways to navigate. No more goodbyes, at least for the next two years. With that knowledge, she allowed a few fragile roots to grow and anchor her in place at Harlot’s Bay High.

Karl was the hardiest of those roots. Strange but true.

Junior year was more of the same, although they had fewer classes together. College wasn’t in the cards for him. The Deans were struggling financially, and as soon as he graduated, he intended to contribute a full-time paycheck to the family coffers. So he hadn’t bothered with—as he inimitably put it—“AP Whatever the Fuck or Honors Blah Blah Blah.” Especially since passing those classes without doing homework would be next to impossible. But they still saw each other at lunch every day and at the ice cream parlor on Sundays.

They didn’t share secrets. Didn’t call each other. Didn’t talk about their feelings. But he was still the closest friend she’d had in years. If she sometimes wanted more than that, no big deal. At umpteen different schools, she’d watched relationships crash and burn over and over again. She wouldn’t risk whatever they had in pursuit of something that would only end in disaster. And after so many years of studying everyone from a detached distance, she wasn’t even entirely certain how to pop the invisible bubble that surrounded her. Only her dad and her grandparents seemed to step through the barrier without any trouble.

So nothing really changed between her and Karl until senior year, when he started dating.

Someone else. Not Molly.

* * *

Twenty years ago

At first, senior year fucking ruled.

Because of all his yard work clients and his part-time job washing dishes at the bakery, Karl was able to buy his Chevy Nova and the parts it needed to run. And after three summers of watching him mow her parents’ lawn, Becky Waller unexpectedly asked him out. Which was a goddamn miracle, because she was a thousand miles out of his league.

He might be better at tests, but she was better at life. Hardworking. Easygoing. Cute as hell. Soft and warm against him when he pulled her close. Like the quilt on his bed, the one his mom pieced together before he was born.

The only real problem? She didn’t much like Dearborn. Hadn’t from the start, and he had no clue why not. The first time he’d suggested going to Ice Queen and visiting Dearborn there, even an oblivious asshole like him could see Becky’s blatant discomfort.

“How did you and Molly become friends anyway?” she’d asked, her hand stiff in his.

He shrugged. “Year before last, Mr. Miller was a dick. Accused me of cheating. She defended me and got in trouble.”

“Oh.” Becky’s stare burned into the side of his face, until curls of smoke should’ve been rising from his damn beard. “That was nice of her.”

Dearborn wasn’t nice. But she was kind. He couldn’t explain the difference to himself, and he definitely wasn’t going to try to explain it to his girlfriend. Who was, in fact, nice.

He liked that about her. Right?

In the end, they went to the movies instead of Ice Queen. And after a few weeks of dating, he rarely saw Dearborn anymore.

They’d been assigned different lunchtimes. No classes together either. Only homeroom. Her rusty Mercury Sable appeared in the school lot in September, so shared rides were out. And she didn’t seem to actively avoid him, but somehow, even in homeroom, she was never close to him and always busy.

Not because she was dating too. If his girlfriend was out of his league, Dearborn didn’t even have a league. She wasn’t playing. Didn’t want to play. Was friendly but distant with everyone. If Becky was a quilt, Dearborn was the moon, and you didn’t cuddle with the fucking moon.

Besides, she was too smart for everyone in their school, including him. If he’d have asked, she’d have said no, and he wouldn’t have blamed her. But her rejection would have obliterated him. Not worth the risk.

He cared way too damn much about Molly Dearborn. Which meant her sudden aloofness blew. Then Karl’s mom got laid off from one of her jobs a couple weeks after Thanksgiving. He had to pick up more hours at the bakery, stopped getting enough sleep, and felt more zombie than human most days. Becky didn’t complain often about how little time they had together, but he wasn’t stupid. Her unhappiness wasn’t exactly subtle.

But talking about things like that? Didn’t come easy to him.

His parents had been working their asses off ever since he could remember. Sure, Mom and Dad loved him, but they were fucking exhausted. Didn’t need to hear about his emotions or some stupid shit that didn’t matter in their fleeting, errand-packed time off. And dealing with his younger siblings’ problems was his damn job. Wasn’t theirs to deal with his crap.

No one outside his family wanted to hear about some grumpy bastard’s feelings either. He’d found that out real damn young, once a few of his dickwad classmates—the Whitley brothers, mostly—made fun of the husky kid who teared up and whined whenever they chose him last for kickball or square dancing or whatever.

It’d only taken a few shitty gym classes and recesses for him to learn. He might’ve been big and cranky from birth, but he wasn’t slow. He’d stopped playing kickball, or any team sport. Toughened the hell up. Concentrated on helping his family instead of worrying about what random assholes thought. Instead of showing them he was worried, anyway.

So, yeah. He didn’t know how to deal with emotions. Not his own. Not other people’s.

Exhibit fucking A: When he told Becky he loved her, she didn’t say it back. He had no fucking clue why not, and her silence stung like hell, but he never said word one about it. Was too goddamn cowardly to ask for an explanation or even tell her she’d hurt him.

And now, he had no idea how to handle her pissiness about his schedule either. Didn’t know what to say, or how to raise the subject himself. So he didn’t do or say anything. Let her handle things however she wanted.

She broke up with him, then came back a week later. Broke up with him a second time. Came back two months later. On-again, off-again, ad fucking nauseam, all senior year.

In March, during one of those awful off-again periods, his homeroom teacher assigned the senior project to everyone. At first, he didn’t pay much attention. Too busy trying to look at Molly without getting caught.

She was sitting across the room, her head bent over the tattered paperback in her hands.

Shit, he missed her. Had no idea why. Not like they’d been that close, right?

“—pairings for the project,” Mrs. Beanly was saying. “Wade Adams and Adrienne Bronnell. Karl Dean and Molly Dearborn. Serena Frank and—”

Wait. Had the two of them been assigned together for their senior project?

He whispered to his neighbor, asking for clarification, and Ellen winced and rubbed at her ear before confirming that yes, he and Molly would be working as a team.

Alphabetization for the damn win!

He sat back in his too-small goddamn chair. Gloried in the first taste of victory he’d experienced in months. And a group project was giving him that taste. Oh, the fucking irony.

Apparently, the senior project was due right before prom in late May. Before then, they’d need to volunteer somewhere for a set number of hours and create a written and videotaped presentation about their experiences. Which was going to be a huge pain in the ass, and he probably wouldn’t sleep much for the next two months, but whatever. He was psyched.

He didn’t give a crap what he and Molly did for their project, as long as they did it together.

She was friendly but distant when they talked about the assignment. Exactly like she was with everyone else, but had never really been with him. It fucking stung. But maybe this stupid project, this mandated time spent together, could change things. Bring them back to what they’d once been.

At Molly’s suggestion, they wound up volunteering at Historic Harlot’s Bay, and the next month and a half was painful. Borrowing a camcorder from Matthew’s family for the express purpose of getting recorded while he hit a hoop with a stick in fucking breeches almost killed him. Using other sticks to stir linen shirts and shifts in a boiling-hot copper kettle over a goddamn fire sucked ass too. Every hour he spent with Dearborn at Historic Harlot’s Bay either subtracted from his paycheck or added to his growing sleep deficit.

But somehow, Dearborn’s company made everything fine. The itchy, starched stiffness of his linen shirts. The mocking comments from the junior interpreters as they whipped his butt at Mancala time after fucking time. The distinct thunks as Dearborn’s aggravatingly accurate pitches smacked his own lawn bowls farther away from the stupid jack.

As the weeks went by, she relaxed in his company. Talked to him. Even touched him.

Every time he complained about some petty shit, she patted his arm in the most patronizing possible way and told him sweetly, “These cares are but fleeting moments of discomfort. Pray do not get your breeches in a bunch, good sir.” Which was obnoxious, but also pretty damn funny.

“Why not panties?” he asked her one day as they walked back to their cars.

She shot him a puzzled look. “What?”

“Why not say, ‘Pray do not get your panties in a bunch, good sir?’”

After a moment of thought, she raised her forefinger. “Well, first of all, I doubt the phrase panties in a bunch dates back to the eighteenth century, although I could check the etymology.”

“Jesus Christ.” Such incredible nerdiness. She was a marvel.

Two fingers. “Second of all, I don’t want the junior interpreters repeating that phrase.”

“I’m a bad fucking influence,” he agreed.

Three fingers, which she wiggled in emphasis. “And third of all, colonial people didn’t wear panties or any real undergarments. My shift would be my underwear, and your shirt would be yours. Don’t you remember our training session?”

He stopped abruptly on the path through the Mayor’s Mansion gardens. “Do you mean those colonial motherfuckers were just free-balling it? All the goddamn time?”

At that, her eyes flicked down to the fall of his breeches for a long, breath-choking moment. When she looked up again, those rosy cheeks of hers had turned a deeper shade of pink.

She was looking at his crotch and blushing.

Cool-as-a-damn-cucumber Molly fucking Dearborn was blushing. Over him.

So yeah. Everything was great. Those giggling preteens in their floppy-ass bonnets could make fun of him all they liked. He wasn’t the one who’d be demonstrating how a fucking box iron worked in the broiling sun all summer.

Then, late one sunny Saturday afternoon, he panicked. Realized he was running out of guaranteed time with Molly. It was their last day of volunteering. The project was due next Friday, they were graduating soon, and Dearborn was going to college in goddamn Cali. If he wanted to make sure their friendship didn’t die again, he needed to figure out how.

And if he wanted more than friendship from her—and he did, always had—it was time to man up. Now or fucking never. Whether he was good at relationship shit or not.

He made his move at the end of their final shift.

On their way to the Mayor’s Mansion parking lot, they passed through a long, leafy arbor, where beech trees on either side had been trained to arch and meet overhead. The setting was kinda romantic, although Karl understood fuck-all about those sorts of things.

When he snuck a glance over at her, he pictured Molly at prom. With him.

He didn’t give a shit what she wore. If she showed up in the petticoat, buckled shoes, and big straw hat she was wearing right now, fine. Full set of armor? Great. One of her usual flannels and ripped jeans? He’d be fucking thrilled.

Men’s-style clothing looked hot on her. Always had.

He should ask her. He would ask her.

When he abruptly stopped walking, Dearborn—who’d been rummaging through the basket hanging from her forearm—stumbled over the oyster shells carpeting the garden paths. She didn’t fall, but the keys she’d just located went flying. They both squatted down and bent forward to pick her keys up at the same moment, and their foreheads thunked painfully.

Fucking hell. This was a disaster.

Muttering to himself, he grabbed the stupid keys and chucked them in her basket, then tossed her basket aside entirely. It landed with a thump on the oyster-shell path, and Dearborn side-eyed him hard.

“What?” he demanded, frowning.

“I brought an eighteenth-century tea caddy to show the junior interpreters today. A family heirloom. It’s in my basket, which you just flung on the ground like an old bag of clothes on its way to the dump.”

Motherfucker.

“Uh …” Swallowing hurt. “Really?”

“Nope,” she said cheerfully, and grinned at him. “But it could’ve been true. Stop tossing around vessels full of unknown items, Dean. This is a public service announcement on behalf of your future companions.” Her widespread hand swept an arc high in the air. “The more you know.”

He stared at her incredulously as she stood again.

Unlike Becky, she was not nice. Not nice at all. In fact, Molly Dearborn was kind of a bitch. So why was he fighting a grin?

“You’re a piece of work, Dearborn.” He shook his head. “Next time I take you home, I’m stuffing you in the trunk.”

Her eyes rolled heavenward. “Please be realistic, Dean. Basic geometry will inform you that someone of my size won’t fit in your tiny car’s even tinier trunk.”

A bitch and a pedant. She was a goddamn wonder.

“I’ll make you fucking fit,” he told her. “Watch me.”

Her lips twitched, but she clicked her tongue in disapproval. “Threats of violence are beneath you, Dean.”

After getting to his feet too, he leaned in and ran his fingertips lightly over the pink spot near the part of her hair, where their foreheads had collided. No bump yet. He’d have to check again later.

Her breath hitched at his touch, and as soon as he confirmed the lack of swelling, he met her stare directly. From only two inches away.

That pale blue wasn’t icy. It was the center of a flame. The hottest part.

Without conscious thought, he leaned in. A quarter-inch. More.

She didn’t move away. Her soft lips parted, and he let his fingers slide down over her temple, along her silky hairline, until he could cup her warm cheek. He waited a beat more, making sure this was okay with her, and—

The entire pack of junior interpreters skipped into the arbor, giggling and shrieking, before coming to an abrupt halt.

He was going to fucking drop-kick those kids, and no court in this fucking land would convict him.

The moment was gone. He turned to Molly, about to suggest they find a private spot near the canal, but she was already greeting the girls. Next thing he knew, they were walking as a group to the parking lot.

Didn’t matter. He’d call and ask her to prom that night.

But before he could, Becky called him. Convinced him things would be different. And yeah, he still wanted to date Molly, but she’d probably say no anyway. Girl like that—strong, confident, take-no-shit—might not want to date anyone. If she did, she’d choose someone who didn’t fucking headbutt her while trying to ask her out. Definitely someone who could express himself better than he did.

He couldn’t even figure out how to make his first-ever girlfriend love him, and she was already way the hell out of his natural reach, so …

He and Becky were back on.

And once the senior project was turned in, Molly disappeared on him again. They didn’t talk, hardly saw each other. Until the week after prom, when she tugged him aside in homeroom to tell him it was her last day at Harlot’s Bay High. She was leaving. For good. Moving to California with her mom months before she’d planned for reasons she didn’t explain.

“There’s not much schoolwork left. I’ll do it in California and mail it here.” Those pale blue eyes were red-rimmed but dry. Oddly blank too. “And I can graduate without walking across the stage. They’ll send the diploma to me.”

He couldn’t say a word. Not without shouting or—no. He wouldn’t cry. Refused to fucking cry. So he just glared at her as she tore off a piece of lined paper and wrote her family email address on it.

“Write if you want,” she said, and didn’t bother waiting for a response.

She didn’t say goodbye. Didn’t hug him. Didn’t do anything but press the slip of paper into his palm and walk away.

The right words didn’t filter into his stupid damn brain until much, much too late.

What the hell happened? Are you okay? Will you miss Harlot’s Bay? Will you miss me?

I’ll miss you. Doesn’t matter if we haven’t talked in fucking weeks.

He didn’t have the fucking nerve to call and say that before she left, though. Didn’t even have the guts to write it in one of the brief emails he started sending her. Instead, whenever he saw the for-sale sign in front of her home, he got out of the car and kicked it. Then put it back upright again, because he wasn’t a total asshole.

Becky left for Johns Hopkins in late August. Broke up with him the first time she came back home for a visit. Told him she was going somewhere, literally and figuratively, and he wasn’t. She needed a different kind of boyfriend. Someone more than him.

He got it. Fucking gutted him, but he definitely got it.

In his occasional emails to Molly, he didn’t tell her. Too humiliated. Too unsure whether the breakup would stick that go-round.

It did, though. He didn’t hear from Becky after that. Meant he had a clean shot at things with Dearborn again.

So he began to email more often. Began to hint at his interest in a closer relationship and subtly feel out whether she might be interested too. Because maybe she lived across the country now, but who knew what’d happen after she graduated from UCLA?

He still didn’t say he’d been dumped. No need to sound pathetic. Once he knew she wanted him too, he’d tell her what happened.

Without warning, she stopped writing him back. Sent one last, terse message—“This doesn’t feel right. I’m sorry”—and that was it. His messages started bouncing back to him.

He was a dumbass, but not oblivious. He knew what he’d done wrong.

He should’ve told her he was single. Might’ve made a difference. Or maybe she just wasn’t interested in him that way. He’d never fucking know now, would he?

She’d probably gotten a new email address at the university. He didn’t have it. No one else in Harlot’s Bay did either. He had no way to contact her. Even if he did, he couldn’t override what she’d told and shown him she wanted—and what she wanted wasn’t his sorry ass.

It was distance from his sorry ass.

Somehow, he’d managed to lose her without ever really having her.

His regret—his longing for the one person who’d seemed to understand him from the very beginning, without his even needing to try—never fully disappeared over the years. He thought of Molly every time one of the junior interpreters came by the bakery for brownies. He thought of her whenever a flame burned hot enough to turn that same gorgeous shade of pale blue. To his shame, he sometimes thought of her while he was in bed with other women, although he tried like hell not to.

Just like with Becky, none of those women ever said they loved him. Including the girlfriends he’d dated for months. His best guesses as to why? His long hours at the bakery didn’t give him enough time to deepen casual relationships. He wasn’t especially lovable as a boyfriend. And maybe, on some level, his partners sensed that a small corner of his heart wasn’t theirs, even during sex. Couldn’t be, because he’d given it away long ago to a girl who’d left him far, far behind.

He told himself that was why he’d stopped declaring his own love. Because he didn’t have a whole heart to offer any girlfriend. Not because he was scared of the silence that might follow his declaration.

After all, he should be used to silence—and not just from Becky. After Molly’s last email, he hadn’t heard from her. Hadn’t seen her. Didn’t expect to do either, ever again.

But one random afternoon, eighteen years after graduation, he left the bakery as a customer was eating a sandwich and listening to an audiobook in her car with her windows open. Some story about a guy who could turn into a guppy, which was beyond bizarre. Especially since the fishy asshole was apparently ripped and had weird fin things on his dick.

He shook his head. Kept walking.

Then the narrator’s voice registered, and he stopped dead in his tracks.

Velvety. Calm yet expressive. Subtly wry.

He knew that fucking voice. Had loved that fucking voice.

His knock on the hood startled the hell out of his customer, who was clearly caught up in the story, and he felt bad about that. Not bad enough to mind his own business, though.

“What are you listening to?” He’d meant for that to sound like a casual question, not a demand, but … whatever.

The woman flushed. “I’m sorry. I can roll up my—”

“It’s fine. Keep ’em down. I don’t give a shit.” He thrust his finger toward the dashboard, where he assumed her audio controls were located. “I just want to know who that is.”

“The author?” The customer’s thin brows drew together. “Sadie Brazen.”

He gathered every crumb of his patience. After eighteen goddamn years, there was barely enough left for a starving ant. “Not the author. The narrator.”

“Oh. I don’t know. Let me …” She fumbled for her phone and tapped at the screen a few times. “Her name is Molly Cressley.”

Molly. It was her. Had to be.

The Cressley meant she was probably married, but that didn’t matter much, did it? She was long gone from his life. He would never see her again.

But now he could hear her again. Finally.

“Thanks,” he rumbled, slapped the hood in farewell, and went back into his bakery. Back into his office. Back onto his computer. Where he promptly bought and downloaded Desire, Unfiltered by Sadie Brazen, as narrated by Molly Cressley.

He listened to the entire bizarro story in one sitting. Told himself that was enough.

The next day, he listened to it again. Called himself a fucking idiot the entire time.

The day after that, he proceeded to obliterate his monthly budget by buying every goddamn audiobook Molly Cressley had ever narrated.

From what he could tell, they were mostly books about women fucking weird-ass creatures. Like guppy-men. Or shadow-guys. Or … the Loch Ness Monster?

Didn’t matter. He’d take what he could get.

Before the bakery opened in the mornings, he began listening to the stories she narrated as he egg-washed, baked off, and iced the pastries he’d shaped and refrigerated before leaving work the previous day. As he baked off breads, rolls, scones, and muffins too. As he fed his sourdough starter. As he fried umpteen million doughnuts.

He used earbuds at first, but then he burned all his English muffin bread one morning when he didn’t hear the damn timer. Which was when he got permission from Bez, Charlotte, and everyone else who worked the early shift to play the audiobooks out loud.

And for the next two years, her voice was all he had of her.

Then, twenty years after graduation, Molly returned to Harlot’s Bay.

Unfortunately, she came for his fucking funeral.
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Present day

“Fucking flu,” Karl muttered as he carved up the turkey breast he’d roasted for that day’s sandwiches. “What kind of shitty-ass flu spreads in early September?”

His doctor had done the test to confirm it. Influenza goddamn A.

Even with the antiviral meds, it’d kicked his butt for an entire week, and he’d been forced to close Grounds and Grains for the first time ever during normal business hours. He’d still paid his staff but brought in zero income, so it was a major hit to his bottom line. And he might be feeling way better now, but he had a crap ton of catching up to do.

This Friday was going to blow.

Bez—who was currently out front, slinging coffees and lattes and patiently telling customers to hold their goddamn horses until lunchtime for food, only with less swearing—had been nagging him to get an assistant baker for years, and she was right. He could afford one, and an assistant baker would’ve filled in for him. Would allow him to take more time off even when he was feeling fine. But that would mean the presence of someone else in the back room with him for hours at a time, so nope.

In general, owning his own business was a hassle. But it did mean he could be a misanthropic asshole in blessed fucking solitude, and that made up for a lot.

The cowbell attached to the entrance door jingled again, and the identity of the new arrival became clear immediately.

“Where is everyone? Why aren’t there pastries?” a high, quavering voice demanded to know. “Why was the shop closed all week?”

Sylvia Plude. Eighty if she was a damn day, her ebony-skinned face wrinkled like crumpled parchment. Still the only reporter for their town’s tiny-ass weekly newspaper, the Harlot’s Herald. Relentless in search of a good story. And now a true crime fan, due to Athena—Matthew’s pain-in-the-ass wife; also Karl’s former employee and current friend—who’d recommended the grisly books to Sylvia. Which meant Sylvia had become even more suspicious of any oddities she noticed and even more of a snoop. Which was saying something.

With a glance, he checked the swinging door to the front. Cracked open two inches at most. No way to see him back there. No risk of her cornering and haranguing him instead of his employee.

Bet Bez was wishing she hadn’t sent Charlotte off on a break only five minutes ago. By the time Charlotte returned from her morning walk, Sylvia would’ve been grilling Bez for almost a half hour. And since the week’s story deadline was closing in, the older woman wouldn’t relent until she had something to report about for tomorrow’s paper.

A better man would rescue his morning clerk. A real shame for Bez that Karl was her boss instead. Silently whistling, he wrapped up the last sandwich in waxed paper, labeled it with a sell-by date and stored it alongside the others in the refrigerator, put his cutting board in the sink, removed his gloves, and washed his hands as he listened to Sylvia interrogating his employee at top volume—woman needed a hearing aid, not that she’d ever admit it—over the sounds of soft jazz.

“—sick, but he’s feeling better now,” Bez was explaining. “We’ll be back to normal hours next week. And in just an hour or so, we’ll have some of our usual lunchtime—”

“If he was feeling better, he’d be here,” Sylvia declared. “And if he were here, there would be pastries. And muffins. And some of those little cookies with autumn leaves piped on them, which I’d intended to bring to bingo on Sunday, but I can’t, because he’s not here, which means he’s not better.”

“But he is, Sylvia. In fact, right now—”

Karl paused. She’d better fucking not.

As if she’d sensed his glare through the wall, Bez cut herself off. Her sigh was audible. “Would you like your usual?”

Every week, right before Sylvia’s deadline, she ordered—

“A large hazelnut latte.” The sound of drumming fingers against glass. “Soy milk this time, Bez. My youngest grandson’s riding my ass about my cholesterol again.”

And that was why he put up with Sylvia’s nosiness, even on the rare occasions when she caught him out in the open. There was no pretense to the elderly woman. No surface politeness masking something entirely different. Her bluntness was kinda refreshing.

The familiar sounds of a latte-to-be drifted to his ears, and he began working on the dough for Sylvia’s leaf cookies, because he was a sap.

Another jangle of the cowbell. “Hey, Bez! Hi, Sylvia!”

Athena. Fuck. His. Life.

He liked her, yeah, but the woman was chatty as hell, irritatingly interesting, and a major distraction during her frequent visits. Between her and Sylvia, he wasn’t leaving this kitchen for anything. Not even if it started raining dollar bills outside. He had work to do, goddammit.

Thank Christ the rest of his equally chatty, way-too-big family was driving across the continent and visiting fifteen billion national parks. Dealing with their nightly calls was a damn hassle, but at least they hadn’t been able to descend on him for nursing purposes.

They’d invited him on the trip, obviously. He’d told them he couldn’t spare that much time away from the bakery. Wasn’t retired, like his parents. Couldn’t work remotely, like his siblings. The honest truth. But his family also couldn’t have paid him enough to ride in their cramped fucking rental RV for two entire goddamn months, much less wear the custom-designed “Dean Clan Trip of a Lifetime!” tee with the huge smiley face on it.

His youngest sister, Emily, swore they hadn’t put it there to taunt him, but he knew better. His family was a bunch of smartasses, through and through.

Shaking his head, he bent back over the cookie dough.

After a couple minutes of conversation with his clerk about random shit, Athena got to the point. “What’s going on, Bez? The bakery’s been closed for days, and Karl hasn’t answered my texts all week. And yeah, Special K is a crusty, homicidal hermit, so his unresponsiveness isn’t exactly an unprecedented occurrence, but the shop being closed is. Is he okay?”

Torn between irritation and reluctant warmth, Karl shook his head.

He hated that nickname. Had made the mistake of telling her so. Now he couldn’t escape it. Even the other women in that bizarro Nasty Wenches book club had started calling him Special K, despite his most fulminating glares in response.

Still, he should’ve checked his texts. It was sweet of her to check on him, and she might be a major pain in his ass, but she was a good friend too and a good partner for Matthew. Karl hadn’t heard that solemn bastard laugh so much in … ever. Never seen him so loose and happy.

“Well, if you really want to know …” Bez’s voice turned low and conspiratorial, and Karl cranked down the music a notch to hear more clearly. If she gave away his presence in the back room—“Karl’s archenemy finally caught up with him, Athena.”

Fine. She could spout all the bullshit she wanted, as long as she let him do his job undisturbed. Not like Athena would believe her anyway. That too-serious tone was a dead giveaway that Bez was joking.

Athena fake-gasped. “Was he camping?”

As if he’d ever go camping. A bear might shit in the woods, but Karl? Nope.

“You know it,” Bez confirmed.

“So he was attacked in the desolate, unsanitary wilderness before he had a chance to strike his fatal blow against his nemesis?”

Silence. Karl imagined his clerk nodding in fake solemnity, her teal-tipped ponytail bouncing.

“Heavens to Betsy. Such tragedy,” Athena said after a few moments, her words hushed and heavy with exaggerated horror. “Are you certain there’s no way to save him?”

“It’s too late.” Bez heaved a dramatic sigh. “I hate to tell you this, but … he’s already part of this afternoon’s featured daily muffin. The lumps aren’t just dried cherries this time. They’re dried cherries and Karl.”

Athena paused. “Are you saying today’s muffin flavor is Special K … with red berries?”

At that, the two women began snickering. Glass clicked against the marble counter out front.

“Hey, Sylvia, your—” The bell jangled, and Bez cut herself off. “Where is that woman going without her latte?”

Athena sounded unconcerned. “Maybe she saw someone she wanted to talk to. I’m sure she’ll be back. Anyway, in all seriousness, Bez, is Karl all right?”

“He’s been sick with the flu, but he’s doing better. He’s even been working in the back this morning, although he, uh …” Bez thought for a moment. “He must have stepped out just before you arrived.”

“Sure he did.” Athena raised her voice to a shout. “I know you’re back there, Special K! If you don’t want to talk to me, fine, but answer Matthew’s texts! He’s worried about you! And fair warning: Once you’re back to a hundred percent, there’ll be no escaping me and my Endless Chatter of Doom!”

His lips twitched.

“Hag,” he called in the direction of the door.

“Curmudgeon!”

Another jangle of the bell and she was gone too, leaving him to his thoughts. Thank Christ. As he cranked on the industrial stand mixer to cream the butter and sugar, he considered the audiobook he’d begun playing before the shop opened that day.

A new release by Sadie Brazen: My Kangaroo, My Kidnapper: A Dark Shifter Romance. Which was an inexplicable title, since the main woman in the story, Riley, had gotten kidnapped in the sunshine in fucking Australia, so how dark could it be?

Molly had been in rare form, though, before he’d reluctantly switched over to jazz that morning. Breathless and convincingly terrified—with just the slightest hint of horny—as the kickboxer-kangaroo asshole shoved Riley in his pouch and hopped off.

Molly’s Australian accent was spot-on too. No surprise there. But was that marsupial motherfucker meant to be the hero? Because … no. Hell, no. Didn’t matter what special features the prick’s prick had. Dude was into abduction.

That Sadie Brazen had a wild goddamn imagination.

Must be why people read so many novels, he guessed. Because real life was so predictable. Few kangaroo kidnappings. Fewer guppy-men with fins on their dicks.

Besides a September flu outbreak, nothing unexpected ever happened in Harlot’s Bay. Especially not to a cranky, solitary bastard like him. And halle-fucking-lujah for that, right?

* * *

TWO DAYS LATER, sitting at the kitchen table of her small LA bungalow, Molly pushed the power button on her laptop and waited for the endless updates to finish loading.

Her shoulders hurt, and she rolled them. Rotated her stiff neck. Drank her tea with honey, doing her best to stay present in the moment. Be mindful. Get hygge with it.

Any minute now, the relaxation would begin.

Any … minute … now.

She’d slept an hour longer than usual, as befitted the first morning of a four-week vacation. Since workers would be arriving tomorrow to address the roof and plumbing issues—guided by a casual friend of hers who happened to be a contractor—best to take advantage of the last peaceful day she’d have for a while.

Those upcoming home renos were, of course, the entire reason she was taking such a lengthy vacation in the first place. An audiobook narrator needed quiet above all else, and even the best in-home recording studio couldn’t entirely eliminate the sounds of hammering and power tools buzzing and whirring and squealing through metal and wood.

She’d put off the repairs too long. They’d become urgent and overwhelming and freaking expensive, and she wanted to get them done in one fell swoop so she could ignore the entire issue of renovations again for another decade or two afterward.

Something else would probably go wrong the week after the workers left, though. Houses built an entire century ago needed continual upkeep to stay functional. Too bad she loved hers so much. The location at the foot of the Hollywood Hills—well, more like the shin; getting to her home required surmounting a brief but steep incline—was convenient and gorgeous, and even the constant traffic wasn’t particularly bothersome for someone whose commute was approximately twelve feet from her bedroom.

Moving would require disassembling and rebuilding her studio elsewhere. And wherever she went wouldn’t contain the memories this home did. Her beloved grandparents had lived here for over fifty years, her one geographical constant in a rootless life. They hadn’t left until a decade ago, when they’d sold the home to her for far below market value and moved to a much cheaper, equally sunny town in Arizona.

Blasting her from this place would require …

She didn’t know what would suffice. Nothing had done the trick so far. Not the upkeep costs. Not the bitter memories of her failed marriage contained within these walls. Not even her doctor’s warning that she needed to eliminate sources of tension however she could, because the insomnia was getting worse, her blood pressure kept creeping up, and her headaches had turned increasingly vicious.

“Think about moving somewhere with less upkeep,” Dr. Janus had urged at Molly’s last checkup. “And if you won’t do that, at least go outside more. Have a picnic in Griffith Park. Walk along Venice Beach. Sit in your backyard and try to whistle with a blade of grass. Whatever it takes to lower your stress level.”

Only mountain goats would find her backyard a comfortable seating location. Besides— “Are you telling me to literally touch grass?”

“I suppose I am.” Looking pleased with herself, the doctor straightened her shoulders. “It’s all very Gen Z of me. My daughter would be proud.”

“No, she wouldn’t.” Molly could safely say that, having met the preteen at Vons when the young woman was reluctantly accompanying her mother on a grocery run.

“No, she wouldn’t,” Dr. Janus agreed. “But I’ll tell her anyway. I enjoy making her roll her eyes and call me cringe.”

“That’s fair,” Molly conceded, and the appointment had ended without an actual, definite plan for stress reduction. Which hadn’t dismayed her in the least.

As it turned out, the thought of planning for stress reduction caused stress too. Irony!

Hopefully she wouldn’t even need a plan, since a heady, vacation-induced rush of relaxation should be arriving and flushing away all the cortisol in her system. Any minute now.

Another sip of tea didn’t do it, sadly. Neither did a few more rotations of her neck.

Conceding defeat, she glanced down at her laptop. There. Finally. The updates were complete, and she could check her email. There shouldn’t be any urgent messages, given her empty September calendar. But maybe a publisher would write to book one of her two remaining free slots in December, or—

Hmmm.

She frowned, eyeing a message sent earlier that morning from Lise Utendorf. Aka Sadie Brazen, a good friend and one of Molly’s most prolific authors.

The email’s subject: Bad news from Harlot’s Bay.

After leaving Maryland two decades ago, Molly hadn’t bothered writing or calling anyone there. With one exception. But her closest friendship in Harlot’s Bay had disintegrated before her first winter break at UCLA, and then she was too busy with school and work to keep up with casual acquaintances.

Even after she’d begun narrating Lise’s books, she hadn’t known the identity of the woman behind Sadie Brazen. Until one day when they’d hopped on a Zoom call to discuss a particularly challenging scene and … there she was. Lise Utendorf. The shy, sweet girl Molly had worked with on the literary magazine back at Harlot’s Bay High.

Small world. Big coincidence.

Lise had become a good friend, but they hadn’t talked much about their shared past, probably because Molly didn’t welcome reminders of that period of her life. Harlot’s Bay had been the one place she’d semi-attempted to make a real home, find a real community, as a kid. And that home had been ripped from her under unpleasant circumstances, even before her fraught friendship with Karl had cracked irretrievably. Remembering all of that didn’t precisely spark joy.

So Molly avoided discussing Harlot’s Bay, and Lise had respected that unspoken boundary. If she now felt obligated to share news from there, whatever happened must’ve been big—and not simply bad. Terrible.

With trepidation tightening Molly’s neck muscles once more, she opened the message.

Molly, I wasn’t sure whether to write you about this. As far as I know, you’re not in contact with anyone from Harlot’s Bay but me, so maybe you won’t care. But I thought you should hear it from me, just in case. If only because you two were close for a while.

Karl Dean was murdered. His obituary ran in yesterday’s Harlot’s Herald.

Molly gasped in horror and curled in on herself, covering her mouth with one shaking hand. Her eyes instantly grew wet, and the words blurred in front of her.

The obit said he was killed by a mysterious enemy while camping—

Even through her tears and shock, that struck her as odd. Nature had inconvenienced and infuriated Karl, to the point where she’d once seen him address an offending tulip as “you purple-petaled motherfucker.” His hatred of Mother Nature was the entire reason he’d enjoyed mowing. To him, it was a sort of ritual homicide.

Back then, infeasible threats had been Karl’s raison d’être, and explaining their impracticality to him had been hers. And many of those threats had been issued against flora and fauna, so … yeah. Karl “if that fucking branch snags my fucking sleeve one more fucking time, I will personally throttle that fucking tree with my bare fucking hands until its rings become a solid fucking line” Dean wouldn’t camp. Not under any circumstances.

Although maybe he’d changed over the last two decades. Or maybe a wife or girlfriend or boyfriend or whoever had dragged him outdoors, because he might not be a natural camper, but he was a secret softie. When she’d known him, he’d mowed his elderly neighbors’ lawns without asking for money, even though his family was large and not especially wealthy. And when he’d seen her tutoring Ned in chemistry during homeroom, he’d grumpily helped, even though the other kid had once cheated off of him.

Karl was gone. She couldn’t believe it.

Her chest ached. Her head throbbed. Her eyes burned.

Her heart hurt.

—and even more bizarrely, there was speculation about possible cannibalism. Involving muffins. That part was a bit unclear, apart from the Soylent Green references.

What. The. Hell.

Lise had sent a link to the obituary. After clicking, Molly tried her best to comprehend the words, but reading through tears wasn’t easy. Dimly, she registered the too-brief account of his life. The bakery he’d bought and turned into a cornerstone of his community. The list of his surviving family, which didn’t mention a spouse or children.

After the standard obituary elements, the reporter delved into the mysterious and violent circumstances of his death before offering an assurance to her readers:

The Harlot’s Herald will continue to investigate threats made and received by Dean, as well as the identity of any possible enemies in the greater Harlot’s Bay region and the possibility of a coverup by local authorities, who stubbornly deny that a heinous crime even occurred in our community. We will also verify the ingredients contained within muffins originating from Grounds and Grains. If anyone knows more about Dean’s murder and/or the possible involvement of criminal gangs attempting to sell the newest street drug, Special K, to our youths, please contact the paper without delay.

Molly checked the reporter’s byline.

Sylvia Plude. Even back in Molly’s high school days, that woman had been—to put it politely—somewhat seasoned in years. Maybe she’d become hard of hearing and somehow misunderstood the situation?

Because Karl couldn’t truly be gone. Not so soon. Not like that.

Quickly, her unsteady fingers fumbling over her smartphone’s screen, she texted Lise. Are you certain the obit is plausible? Because it sounds utterly bizarre.

Less than a minute later, Molly’s cell dinged.

Been holed up on deadline, so I’m not sure about all the details, but I do know his bakery was closed for a week. No warning or explanation. First time that’s ever happened. Sorry, Molly. Wish I could give you better news. [image: Three love heart emojis in a row]

In other words: The announcement of Karl’s death was probably correct, no matter whether Sylvia had misunderstood the specific circumstances.

No matter how fervently Molly wished it was wrong.

The reporter hadn’t mentioned the timing of a memorial service, but surely it would happen within the next several days. Unless Karl had changed significantly, he might not have many close friends at that service. Acquaintances, yes. People he’d known his whole life, people he’d helped without ever allowing them to acknowledge his efforts … sure. Lots of those. Not friends.

Once upon a time, though, she’d been as close to him as their situations and mutual defenses would allow. The nature and extent of that closeness—her feelings for him, and his increasingly obvious interest in more than friendship—had begun to trouble her after she’d left, so she’d cut things off. Even knowing she should talk to him about the issue directly.

Two things could be true at once: He shouldn’t have written like that to her while he had a girlfriend, and she should’ve handled the situation better.

But before then, they’d been friends. Genuinely. Maybe, if she hadn’t ghosted him, they could have worked things out, reconciled, and become friends again.

Either way, she could be a friend for him now. One last time.

Using her knuckles to dash away her tears, she sat at her kitchen table. Studied September’s empty calendar. Glanced at the furniture shoved into corners, stacked into untidy mountains, and covered with drop cloths, all in preparation for the imminent renovations. Spotted, on the other side of the table, yet another letter from her ex-husband, no doubt written in yet another attempt to convince her to sell her house to him and his fiancée.

Allowed herself to remember.

Let herself be rash and spontaneous and unwise, for once in her life.

And less than twenty-four hours later, she was back in Harlot’s Bay.
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Los Angeles and Harlot’s Bay might as well have existed on different planets.

In Molly’s haze of exhaustion after a red-eye flight from LAX to BWI, a long line at the car rental kiosk, and two hours of driving, what surrounded her seemed like a hallucination.

Green. Green everywhere. Green grass in front yards. Green stretches of woods whipping by her rental car on both sides as she drove along the wide two-lane road leading into town. Green-stemmed black-eyed Susans planted in Strumpet Square, the center of downtown Harlot’s Bay.

And what made all that green possible? Water. A breathtaking abundance of water in the air—wow, she’d forgotten about the humidity—and all around, none of it turquoise or crashing onto rocks and sand. The brown river water reflected the blue of the sunny sky, and it lapped at the shore in gentle ripples or flowed in a quiet rush toward the Chesapeake Bay.

Those ripples sparkled on the horizon as she turned into the small gravel lot beside the Battleaxe B&B, where she’d be staying the next few days. However long it took to pay her respects and attend Karl’s …

She bit her lip, braking a little too hard once she’d pulled into a free spot.

However long it took to attend Karl’s funeral.

Checking in early and dropping off her bag for safekeeping until her room was ready took five minutes, max. When Molly stepped back outside into
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