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By Emma Lea




She wants to remember…




When Alison wakes up from a medically induced coma, nothing is familiar to her.  The doctors tell her that her memory will return eventually and that she will recover from the massive trauma she’s suffered, but it will all take time.  The face she sees in the mirror is unfamiliar as are the faces around her telling her they are her family.  The car accident stole more than just her memory and her face, it also stole her liver and now someone else’s organ is in her body.  The next few weeks, months, years are spent overcoming the pain and the injuries and learning to navigate life again.




He can’t forget…




When Noah’s fiancée is killed in a car accident, all he wants to do is forget.  He doesn’t want to remember how it felt to hold her in his arms or the way her lips felt when she kissed him.  But memories of Ellie plague him and he can’t sleep for seeing her face every time he closes his eyes.  On his father’s advice, he decides to complete Ellie’s bucket list so he can put her ghost to rest and move on with his life.




Three years later…




Ali is plagued by dreams of a place she has never been and a man she’s never met.  Is she experiencing the memories of her organ donor or is it all just in her imagination?  Against the advice of her family, she decides to find out.




Believing he has finally laid Ellie’s ghost to rest, Noah is now ready to ask his girlfriend to marry him, until a woman walks into his bar and brings up all the hurt and pain he’d thought he’d buried.




Who is she and why is she here and why does his mind immediately go to his treasured memories of Ellie when he sees her?


​







This book is dedicated to 




Kari-Lee Birrell (née Venning)




You were like a bright ray of sunlight and a breath of fresh air

and we miss you every single day since you’ve been gone.




You live on in our hearts and we will never, ever forget you.
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​The first time Noah saw Ellie, really saw her, was when he was six years old, but it was nothing compared to the first day he saw her at Drake.  They’d grown up in the same town, gone to the same school and had known each other their entire lives, but when he saw her that day, struggling with her luggage across the campus, it was like all those other years melted away.  She was a revelation.  Her long golden hair blew in the wind and sparkled in the sun.  Her jeans were low on her hips and as she yanked at the bag she was carrying he got a glimpse of the skin above her waistband as the hem of her shirt lifted.

He didn’t know how many times he’d seen Ellie in the past, hundreds, maybe thousands of times.  He’d seen her in short shorts and crop tops, he’d even seen her in a bikini, but the sight of her had never, ever made his body react so strongly.  Lust, pure and simple, raged through him and before he could stop himself he was striding across the grassy lawn heading straight for her.

“Ellie?”

She looked up at his voice and her eyes widened.  She was bent over in an awkward position as she tried to keep hold of her bag and he steadfastly kept his eyes on hers and didn’t let them wander over her body or down the gaping front of her t-shirt.

“Noah,” she said, her voice breathy.

“Do you need some help?” he said, indicating her bag.

She stood up and faced him, pushing her hair out of her face and causing the hem of her t-shirt to lift again.  He didn’t look, well, he tried not to look.

“I didn’t know you were going to Drake too,” she said.

“Yeah, business,” he replied, “You?”

“History,” she said with a grin.

“Of course,” he replied with his own answering grin.  “Where are you staying?”

“Just over there,” she said pointing to the large building behind him.

He turned to look.  “Me too,” he said.  He bent down and slung her overstuffed messenger bag over his shoulder and grabbed the handle of her suitcase.  “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

He couldn’t explain the emotions that waged war inside him.  His hands itched to touch her, to feel the soft skin of her body and the silky strands of her hair.  He wanted to kiss her and the urge was almost impossible to curb.  He could smell her coconut and vanilla shampoo as the breeze whipped her long, blonde hair around her and he decided it was his new favourite scent.

There was no explanation for what was happening to him and by the way she kept sneaking glances at him, he wondered if she was feeling the same.  He had seen her nearly everyday of his life and not once had he imagined her naked and under him like he was doing now, not that he’d ever had a girl naked and under him, but he could well imagine what it would feel like and he wanted it to be Ellie.

They walked in silence across the campus and in through the doors of the dorm.  She took him up to her door and unlocked it before stepping aside to let him take her luggage in.  Her room was almost exactly a carbon copy of his, only it was a couple of floor above and a few doors down.  He dumped her bags on the unmade bed, assuming that the made one was her roommates, and steeled himself before turning to face her.

“Hungry?” he asked, “I found a great burger joint not far from here.”

She shrugged, “Sure,” she said, “I could eat.”

They left the dorm and he led her to the diner where he’d eaten last night.  He’d already been at Drake for a couple of days settling in.  Classes started tomorrow and he wanted to get a feel for the place.

He and Ellie found a booth and slid in opposite each other.  He picked up the plastic menu and hid behind it, trying to calm the sudden nerves that had come alive inside his gut.  It was just Ellie, they had talked heaps of times, they’d fought heaps of times.  There was no reason why he couldn’t have a meal with her and there was absolutely no reason for him to feel like a nervous wreck around her.

“You kids ready to order?” a cranky waitress asked as she snapped her gum and jutted her hip out.

He dropped the menu and looked over at Ellie.

“Yeah, um, I’ll have the double cheeseburger,” she said, “But can I get salad on that?”

“Sure hon,” the waitress said, “And you?”

“I’ll have the same,” he said, not being able to think with Ellie staring at him with her blue eyes.  Did he know she had blue eyes?  Did he already know that they were the most amazing color he had ever scene?

“Drinks?”

“Lemon soda,” Ellie said.

“Coke,” he said.

The waitress sauntered away and he couldn’t look away from the girl opposite him.  When had she grown up?  He remembered the six year old girl under the tree reading her book, he even remembered the feisty twelve year old girl who had yelled at him for something that he couldn’t remember, but he couldn’t ever recall seeing this young woman sitting opposite him.

“What?” she asked, quirking her eyebrow.

“Nothing,” he said, “You just look…different.”

She blushed and lowered her eyelids.  The Ellie he knew didn’t blush, but then the Ellie he’d known hadn’t made his body go from zero to sixty in five seconds flat either.  This creature, this stunning, incredible, wonderful creature in front of him was an Ellie that he hadn’t known existed and he wanted nothing more than to get to know her.




​The way Noah was looking at her made her hot all over.  Noah Jensen had been the star of a few of her fantasies in the last few months and now here he was, sitting across from her on a date.  Was it a date?  She didn’t know, but for the sake of her fantasies, she was going to pretend it was a date.

In all the years they’d known each other, Noah had never really noticed her.  She had gone out of her way to try and get him to see her, but nothing seemed to work and that made her frustrated and angry.  So had begun their feud.  He didn’t even know what it was about and he probably thought she was a little crazy, but it didn’t matter now because here he was, staring at her across the table and looking like he wanted to eat her.  And she was okay with that.

When her acceptance letter to Drake had come, she had determined to forget him and her crush.  She would be meeting college guys and surely they had nothing on her small town dreamboat.  The thought hadn’t ever occurred to her that they might end up at Drake together and she never imagined that they might end up in the same dorm.  Even if she had known those two things, nothing would have prepared her to have him finally notice that she was a woman now.  She shivered at the thought.

Their drinks and burgers came and she proceeded to dismantle her burger.  He looked at her with a puzzled expression and watched her complicated process.

“What?” she asked.

He just shook his head and smiled.  The smile lit up his face and tugged at her, low down in her belly.  Oh she wanted him to smile at her like that again.  She sipped her drink and then picked up her knife and fork, digging in to her burger.  She had to concentrate on the menial task because it seemed even the simplest of brain functions was temporarily out of order.  It probably had something to do with the closeness of the guy opposite her, hell, she knew it did.

They chatted about home and their folks and their upcoming classes and slowly she began to relax.  It felt good to be with him and once the nerves had fled, it was kind of fun.  She hadn’t expected to find a friend at Drake, none of the students she knew from home had gotten into the University, so it was a nice surprise to find Noah.  She hoped they would see more of each other.

They talked way past the end of their meal and finally got the hint from the waitress that they needed to move on or spend more money.  Noah hopped out of the booth and took her hand, pulling her to her feet.  Her skin thrilled at the touch of his hand in hers and he kept hold of it as they walked out of the diner and into the fall evening.

She shivered as a breeze rushed past them, not having thought of bringing a jacket with her.

“Are you cold?” he asked and she nodded.

“A little,” she said.

He stopped and let go of her hand, she felt the loss keenly, but then he draped his jacket, still warm from his body heat, over her shoulders and she breathed in his scent.  She closed her eyes for a moment, but they popped open again when he took her hand and began walking.

They walked around the university, neither of them ready to call it a night.  She liked being with him, she enjoyed his company more than she’d ever thought she would.  Yes, she’d had a crush on him, but she didn’t really know him.  She knew his dad owned the local bar in their hometown and that his mother had died a few years ago.  She knew he was smart, but only because their arguments usually involved school work.  They had gone head to head a number of times in debate competitions, so she knew he had a sharp mind as well as a hot body.

Eventually they made their way back to the dorm and he walked her to her room.  They stood in the quiet hall and looked at each other and anticipation bubbled inside her.  She wanted him to kiss her, she wanted it more than she had ever wanted anything else in the entire world.

“I had fun tonight,” he said, stepping closer to her so that he was only inches away from touching her.  She could feel the heat roll off his body and she had to suppress a shiver.

“Me too,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper.

He dipped his head and she held her breath.  He paused, his lips not quite on hers, as if waiting for permission.  She closed the distance, pressing her lips to his in her first real grown up kiss.  His arms went around her and pulled her close, which was a good thing because her knees felt like they were going to buckle, and ran his tongue across her bottom lip.  She opened willingly to him and he swept in, sweeping her away with his kiss.

She didn’t know how long they stood there kissing, but he eventually, reluctantly, raised his head and gazed down at her.  She felt dazed, her mind foggy, as she looked back at him.

“Good night Ellie,” he whispered, kissing her once more, lightly, on the lips and then turning to walk away.

She watched him go, not sure she could move.  She felt like a puddle of goo on the floor.  Noah Jensen had just given her the best kiss of her life and she intended to have many, many more.
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​“You want your usual Ellie?” Ted asked and Ellie smiled up at him.

“You know it,” she said, winking at him.

“What about you Noah?”

“I’ll have what she’s having, thanks dad,” he replied and took Ellie’s hand across the table.

They were sitting in the dining room of Noah’s dad’s bar.  He’d owned it for as long as Ellie could remember and it felt as much like home to her as her own house did.  The decor wasn’t much, but what it lacked in sophistication, it made up for in atmosphere.  The walls were plastered with photographs of the town and people who lived there.  Some of them were no longer alive and some of the photographs showed a town much less developed than the one that currently called itself Teakwood, but it was the history of her town and she loved it.

Ted walked away with their orders and Noah turned to look at Ellie.  He stroked her hand with his thumb, his face pensive.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked, giving him a crooked smile, squeezing his hand slightly, encouragingly.

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the soft skin on the back of it before turning it over to place a kiss in the middle of her palm.

“Just thinking about how much I’m going to miss you.”

Her eyes softened, “It’s only three months,” she said, “I’ll be home in no time.”

He sighed, “I know,” he said, “But I’m still going to miss you.”

“Then your aim needs to be better.”

He looked at her in confusion for a moment before he laughed, her joke lightening the mood.  He shook his head and kissed her hand again.

“God, Ellie, what am I going to do without you?”

She huffed out a breath and pulled her hand away from him, crossing her arms across her chest and looking out the window, away from him.  Why did he have to go and wreck the day?

“Don’t, Noah,” she said, her voice hard.

“What?” he asked, “What am I doing?”

She shook her head.  “It’s my last day, can’t we at least get through it without fighting?”

He fiddled with the salt and pepper shakers in front of him.  The tabletop was scarred from years of use and the leather in the booth seats was worn and cracked.  They’d sat at this table practically everyday of their relationship, even before they’d become ‘official’.

Ellie and Noah had known each other for ever, grown up together, gone to school together, but it wasn’t until they’d ended up at Drake together that they’d become more than friends.  They’d stayed together through four years of college and Noah was ready to get married and settle down with her in their home town of Teakwood while he took over his father’s bar.  But Ellie wasn’t ready, not that she didn’t want that too, she just wanted this first.

“I’m sorry,” he said and she knew he really was.  He didn’t want to ruin their last day together, either.

She turned back to him and smiled, watching as the tension in his shoulders eased.  What was the point in holding a grudge when it would ruin the day for both of them.

“I’m going to miss you too,” she said, reaching back across the table to take his hand, “Are you sure I can’t convince you to come with me?”

He shook his head, “I can’t think of anything worse than digging around dark tunnels and deserts.”

She laughed, with delight.  “I’m going to more places than just Egypt,” she said, “You could meet me in Greece or Rome or Paris.”

He sighed and wove his fingers through hers, “I’ll think about it,” he said.

Ellie had been planning this trip for years.  She’d studied history and intended to come home and teach it at the local high school, but before that she wanted to visit some of the places she’d studied.  

Ellie had an obsession with history.  She loved studying it, loved learning about how the world had changed, developed.  She loved the puzzle of discoveries, working out how people lived from the detritus left behind.  She loved seeing how the decisions of the powerful people in the past had effected the world she lived in.  But the thing that she loved the most about history was how it defined people.  The art and culture of societies and what happened to those societies when their culture was destroyed.  She loved knowing her own history and had studied her ancestry, tracing her ancestors back to before they came over from Europe. She knew that it was her history that made her who she was and that identity was important to her.

It was that passion with history, that belief that history mattered, that made her want to teach others about it.  She wanted them to see that when they knew where they came from, they could make better decisions about where they were going.  She knew that if history wasn't known then it was bound to be repeated. 

Most people didn't understand how important history was to modern society, they didn't understand why there was a need to study the dusty relics from a past that was long forgotten.  But Ellie knew. 

It was why it was so important for her to travel to Europe and see the buildings and monuments and remnants of a society that had had such an impact on so much of the world. She wanted to see the places that predated the birth of Christ, she wanted to see the cradle of civilization.  She wanted to walk in the places that the great (and not so great) men and women of history had walked. 

Ellie knew that there was history everywhere, even in her own small town, the walls of the bar were covered in it, but there was an allure to seeing the places where people in the past had made such great discoveries, had created such infamous works of art and had penned literature that had framed today's society. 

For Ellie, not knowing your history made you only half a person.  How could you make decisions for the future if you didn't know the past?  How could you understand what made you tick, what made you the person you were if you didn't know your history?  Ellie believed that if you didn't know your history, then you didn't truly know yourself. 

That's what she wanted to instill in the kids she taught.  It wasn't about knowing dates of events or being able to accurately identify the period of a shard of pottery, it was about knowing what underpinned the very fabric of society.  History created the laws that we lived by, it created the civilization we lived in.  Only by knowing the why, could the society at large make informed decisions.  When we knew the why, there was more tolerance, more respect and more healthy discussion.  It wasn't enough to just know the constitution, it was more important to know the motivation behind it.

She drove most people to distraction with her obsession, but Noah patiently listened to her rants and even contributed to the conversation.  It wasn’t a passion of his, but because it was important to her, it was important to him.  But the trip she was leaving on, to see all these amazing places that she had learnt about and talked about, didn’t interest him.  Noah had never had the desire to travel and he had tried to talk her out of it, but she had her heart set on it and it was only for three months.  He would miss her, but he would survive.

Ted walked up to the table with their burgers and placed the plates down in front of them.  Ellie immediately started dismantling hers.  She took the top bun off and placed on the plate.  She took the two burger patties off and then evenly distributed the lettuce and tomato between the two halves of the bun.  She topped the salad with one burger each and then smothered the entire thing in ketchup.

Noah watched her, shaking his head.  It was the same every time, one of her little quirks.  She picked up a knife and fork and started to cut into what was now an open sandwich.

“What?” she said looking up at him, her fork poised in front of her lips.

He shook his head and chuckled.  “Nothing,” he said, taking a bite of his burger, his intact burger which he held in his hands.

She shrugged her shoulders and put the fork in her mouth, giving him a big grin as she chewed her food.

“What time do you want me to pick you up tonight?” he asked when he’d swallowed his mouthful.

“The party’s at seven, right?” she asked and he nodded, “And I want to make a big entrance.”

“Of course,” he said, “You are the guest of honor.”

“Okay, so how about seven fifteen?”

“Sounds like a plan,” he said.

Ellie looked around the booth while she ate.

“Can you do something for me while I’m away?” she asked hesitantly.

“Anything,” he replied immediately.

“I’m going to be emailing you lots of photos of all the places I’ve seen.  I want you to print them out and put them up in this booth.”

He put down his burger and looked at her.  He reached across and threaded his fingers through hers.

“I can do that,” he said softly, “Are you okay?”

She turned back to him and smiled, “Yeah,” she said, “I just don’t want anyone to forget about me while I’m gone.”

“Aw, honey, no one’s going to forget about you.  This whole town is as excited about this trip as you are.”

He smiled at her and her heart flipped over.  God, she was going to miss him, so much.  She really wished she’d convinced him to come with her, but she understood his reasons.

“I love you Ellie,” he said.

“I love you too Noah,” she replied and then winked at him, “And I’m coming back to make an honest man of you.”

He laughed and picked up his burger, taking a big bite out of it.




​Ellie looked at herself in the mirror, checking her makeup and dress.  She could hardly believe that tomorrow she would be getting in her car and driving the first leg of her three month journey.  She’d spent hours mapping it all out and noting specific places she wanted to see.  Tomorrow she was driving to Chicago.  It was a six hour drive, but she was looking forward to exploring the countryside.  Ellie had spent her whole life in the small town of Teakwood and she was itching to spread her wings.  She loved her hometown, but she really wanted to see a bit of the world before she settled down.  She just wished Noah was going with her.

She sighed and sat on her bed beside her suitcase that was packed, but still open in case there were some last minute essentials that she needed to add.  She understood that Noah wanted to stay here to help his dad.  Ted had had a heart scare earlier in the year and Noah was worried about the stress of running the bar on his own.  Noah’s mother had passed away a few years ago and since then Ted had been running the business solo.  Now that Noah had his MBA, he was itching to role up his sleeves and help his dad.  Plus, he had no desire to travel, whatsoever.

At least he was happy enough for her to go, although he had tried to talk her out of it.  The thing she loved about Noah, though, was that when she put her foot down and told him she was going whether he liked it or not he’d backed off and had even helped her save and plan.  Noah would push and push but he also knew where the line was.  And it wasn’t like she was never coming back.  Her three month trip was just to give her some life experience and to see all the interesting things that she’d read about at college.  She believed that to really be able to teach, you needed to have more than just book knowledge and so that was what this was.

There was a knock on her door and she looked up as the door opened.  Her mom stood in the doorway, her lips smiling but her eyes sad.

“Dad and I are leaving now,” she said, “Are you all set?”

Ellie nodded, “Yep.  Noah will be here to pick me up soon.”

Her dad appeared in the doorway behind her mom.  “We’re going to miss you Pumpkin,” he said.

She stood up and walked over to them and they pulled her into a hug.

“I’m going to miss you guys too,” she said, “But I’ll be back before you know it and I’ll be emailing you all the time and we can Skype.”

“I know,” her mom said as they stepped out of the hug, “But it’s not quite the same.”

“Come on Susie,” her dad said, “We’ll have time for a proper goodbye tomorrow morning.” He placed a kiss on her mom’s head.  “We’ll see you at the party,” he said with a wave as he ushered her mother away from the door.

Ellie walked back over to the mirror to check her makeup and touch up her lip gloss.  She’d bought waterproof mascara especially for tonight because she knew there would be tears.  Three months wasn’t all that long, but to a girl who’d never been any further than a couple hours from home, it was kind of a big deal.

She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t nervous, but it wasn’t a fearful nervousness, more like an excited nervousness.  She knew her itinerary inside out and upside down and had been studying Google Earth and Google Maps religiously so that she would know her way around when she got to wherever she was heading.  She’d even downloaded an app on her tablet so that she could keep track of her travel plans and make sure she was where she was supposed to be at any given moment.

Ellie was not what you would call, spontaneous, although a lot of people thought that this trip was.  Ellie was a planner and she was a researcher and part of the fun of this trip was all the planning and researching she’d had to do leading up to it.  No, this trip wasn’t spontaneous, but it was no less exciting for her.

She heard the doorbell and gave her lips one last swipe of lipgloss before heading downstairs to greet Noah.  He stood on the front porch in his low rider jeans, white t-shirt and leather bomber jacket.  His dark blonde hair was still wet from his shower and he’d taken the time to shave.  He smiled at her, flashing his dimple and her knees went weak.

He bent to kiss her on the cheek, avoiding her unblemished lipgloss and whispered in her ear, “You ready to go?”

She shivered  and laid her palm against the smooth skin of his jaw, breathing in his clean scent.

“Yep,” she whispered back.

He stood up and held out his hand to her.  Noah was tall and broad and she only came up to his chin.  He’d played football in college and still played for fun on the weekends with his friends.  His wide shoulders pulled at the cotton of his t-shirt, stretching it across the well-developed muscles of his chest.  Ellie loved to burrow into his chest with his thick arms wrapped around her.  He made her feel safe.

She grabbed her purse off the sideboard and grabbed his hand, pulling the door shut behind her.  He led her down the stairs and out to his truck where he opened the door and helped her climb in.  He went around the other side and climbed into the driver’s seat.  He looked over at her and smiled, “You ready for this?” he asked.

She nodded enthusiastically, “Let’s get this party started.”




​The black velvet sky stretched out above them as Ellie snuggled into Noah’s naked chest.  They lay together in the back of his truck, parked out near a field on a back road that saw very little traffic.  It was their spot and they had made love there many times in the years they’d been together.  It had been an unspoken agreement that they would come here after the party to spend their last hours wrapped up in each other.

Noah drew lazy circles on her back and she listened to the strong steady beat of his heart, knowing that coming back here to this man was her destiny.  It didn’t matter how far she travelled, Noah would always be home for her.

“What are you most looking forward to seeing?” he asked her, his voice soft and rough.  It rumbled through his chest and she felt the vibrations against her ear as she lay on him.

“The pyramids,” she said, “And the colosseum, of course.  I can’t wait to walk in St Peter’s Square and see the Basilica.  God, Noah, there are so many things I want to see.”  She pressed up so that she could look down into his eyes.  “Don’t you think it would be romantic to see it together?”

His eyes searched hers, their hazel depths almost black in the dim light.

“None of it would compare to you,” he said, “As long as I have you, I have everything I need.”

She leaned down and fit her lips across his, pressing herself into his body.

“I love you so much,” she said when she lifted her head, “You do know that, don’t you?”

He smiled and lifted a hand to wind a lock of her hair around his finger, “I know, El,” he rasped, his voice rough with emotion, “And I love you more than anything.”

“And you understand why I have to go, right?”

He sighed, but nodded, “I know you need this.  I want you to be happy Ellie and if this trip will make you happy then I want it for you.”

“It will,” she said, “It will make me happy.”

He sat up and shuffled back so that he was leaning against the cab of the truck.  His big hands circled her waist and pulled her onto his lap so that she was straddling him.  He reached under the blanket and pulled out a small, square, velvet box and held it up to her.

“Ellie, you are everything to me and I couldn’t let you go on this big adventure without giving you something that symbolized the way I feel about you.  I know we’ve talked about getting married when you get back and we agreed not to make any big decisions before you left, but I want you to take this with you.”  He opened the box and nestled in the velvet was a diamond ring.  “I love you and I want to marry you.  Do you want to marry me?”

Ellie looked at the ring and her breath hitched.  It was beautiful and exactly what she would have picked out for herself.  She took the ring out of the box and slid it on her finger, admiring the way in sparkled in the moonlight.

“Yes, Noah, I want to marry you, more than anything.”

He dropped the box and framed her face with his hands, drawing her down into a deep kiss.  She opened to him, letting his tongue sweep into her mouth, sliding along hers.  She threaded her fingers through his hair and pressed her breasts against his chest, her nipples pebbling.  He nipped at her bottom lip and then trailed kisses along her jaw and down her neck, his hands sliding over her shoulders and wrapping around her waist.  She tilted her head, giving him access and leaned back in the brace of his arms, encouraging him to kiss her lower.

Her breasts grew heavy as his tongue swept across them and she felt his arousal stir between her thighs.  He sucked a nipple into his mouth and she gasped, sliding her warm core against him.

Gently he rolled them over so that she was lying underneath him.  He left her briefly to slip a condom on and then he was back between her legs, his erection thick as he thrust into her.  She arched her back, loving the feel of him, and he leant down to nip at the hard peak of her breast.  He slid out and then in, filling her up, and she wrapped her legs around his hips, matching his thrusts.

They fit together so perfectly, despite the disparity in their sizes.  He was big, tall and wide, she was short and petite, but it didn’t matter when they came together like this, they were made for one another and fit together like two pieces of a puzzle.

Regardless of what she told herself about the trip only being three months and being over before they knew it, she would miss him, desperately.  Being with Noah filled so many of the empty places in her heart and she couldn’t imagine her life without him.  She needed this trip, but there was no doubt in her mind that she needed Noah in her life and the moment she got back, she was going to make sure that they were never apart again.

Noah sat back on his knees, his hands going underneath her butt to lift it to a new angle and she moaned as he stroked deep into her.  Her climax built quickly and he began to thrust harder.  She reached behind her to hold onto the truck as their coupling became more frantic.  Her core tightened and she held her breath for that split second before she shattered.  Her inner muscles clamped down on Noah and she felt him stiffen as he followed her over.  He collapsed on top of her, burrowing into her neck and she wrapped her arms around him, relishing the weight of his body as it pressed her into the mattress that filled the tray of the truck.

He moved, pushing up on his hands to pull out, but she gripped him tighter.

“Just a little longer,” she whispered.

“But I’m crushing you,” he whispered back.

“I don’t mind,” she replied.  Her eyes filled with tears and she was overcome with emotion.  She loved Noah so much and being separated from him for three months was going to be the hardest thing she ever did.

“I love you Noah,” she whispered.

He kissed her deeply.  “I love you too.”
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​“God, Ethan, you just don’t get it do you?” Alison said with disgust, “I don’t want to see you anymore.”

“No, Alison, I don’t understand.  We’ve been together for six months and I was under the impression that we wanted the same things.”

Alison looked up at the man she had thought she was in love with and shook her head.  It wasn’t love, it’d been misplaced loyalty, the desire to please her father and nothing more.

“We don’t want the same things,” she said turning away from him and walking to the edge of the balcony.

They were on the back patio of her parents home and Ethan had just proposed to her in front of her whole family.  It had taken that moment for her to come to her senses and realize that Ethan was not what she wanted.  He was good looking and wealthy and nice enough, but he didn’t make her heart race or her skin prickle.  His kisses were okay and their sex life was satisfactory, but there was no heat, no passion.  So she’d said no, to the horror of her mother and the consternation of her father.  Ethan worked for him and was on the fast track to the executive offices.  Her father had practically hand-picked him for her.

“Then what do you want?” he asked, frustrated.

“I don’t know,” she said softly before turning back to him, “But I know this isn’t it.  Look, Ethan, you’re a nice guy, but I want more.”

“More what?”

“More passion, more spark.”  She walked towards him and rested a hand on his chest, sliding her fingers under his lapel.  “I want your heart to race when I touch you, I want my breath to hitch when I see you walk in the room.  I want my skin to erupt in goosebumps when you touch me and my blood to heat when you kiss me.”

He looked down into her eyes and he looked so confused that she almost took pity on him, but that wouldn’t be good for either of them.  He deserved to find someone who loved him and that wasn’t her.

“I don’t understand,” he said, “You don’t feel those things with me?”

She sighed and shook her head, “And you don’t feel them for me either,” she said.

He turned away from her and ran a hand through his hair.  He looked good in the Armani suit he wore, but he always looked good and she rarely saw him out of a suit.

“Why haven’t you said anything until now?” he asked, turning back to her.

She shrugged and looked down at her feet, not being able to look him in the eye.  “I suppose I didn’t think we were as serious as you thought we were.  I enjoy spending time with you and I know we get on well, but I just can’t see myself spending the rest of my life with you.”

“What am I going to tell your father,” he huffed.

And there it was, the number one reason she couldn’t marry him, well apart from the not loving him thing.  Her father would always be the third wheel in their marriage.  Everything she did and said would get reported back to him and Ethan would weigh every decision he made against what her father would want.  It was no way to conduct a relationship, let alone a marriage.

“Tell him I said no,” she replied sharply, “It’s none of his business anyway.”

“I don’t think you know your father very well,” Ethan said and the strain in his voice was palpable.

She walked over to him and touched his arm, “He can’t fire you because I refused to marry you,” she said.

“Maybe not,” he replied, “But he can certainly put the brakes on my career.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, “Let me talk to him.  I’ll make him see that this is my decision and that you acted entirely appropriately.”

“You’d do that for me?” he asked, “Even if I don’t give you goosebumps?”

She chuckled lightly, “Of course I would,” she said, “I still like you Ethan, I’m just not in love with you.  We can still be friends.”

“Ugh!  Friend zoned.  I think that’s worse than you hating me.”

She laughed and shook her head at him.  He really was a great guy, if a little clueless when it came to women.  It was a shame, really, because he was pretty to look at and his body was a wonderland.  She wished there was a spark between them, but there wasn’t and she refused to spend the rest of her life tethered to someone that she only just liked.

“Do you really think you’ll find someone to tick all your boxes Alison?” he asked and she smiled a secret little smile.

“I’m sure of it,” she replied.

“Life isn’t like those romance novels you read,” he said, “Real life isn’t wrapped up in a neat little bow with everyone living happily ever after.”

She searched his eyes and felt sorry for him that he couldn’t see the romance in life.

“Maybe not,” she said, “But I know there has to be more than what is between us.”

“Was it so bad, being with me?” He stepped closer to her, reaching up to cup her cheek and sliding his hand around the back of her neck under her hair.  A move that really should have gotten her pulse racing and her breath hitching, but it didn’t.

“No,” she said, “But I want more than just not bad.”

He dipped his head and kissed her, brushing his lips across hers tenderly while he pulled her towards him with a hand on her waist.  Again, it was a move right out of one of her novels, but it did nothing for her.

“Nothing?” he asked when he lifted his head.

She smiled sadly and shook her head.

He exhaled harshly and stepped back from her, sliding his hands in his pockets.

“So, I guess we’re over then,” he said.

“Yep,” she replied.


​“You’re what?” her mother asked, her hand going to her throat nervously.

“I’m going on a road trip,” she replied as she sat down on the couch opposite her parents.

The most embarrassing night of her life had come to an end and everyone had gone home.  It was just her and her parents left and she thought it was as good a time as any to have this discussion.

“To where?” her father asked.

She shrugged, “I haven’t decided yet Daddy,” she replied, “But I need to get away.”

“Is this because of what happened tonight?” her mother asked.

Alison sighed, “A little bit,” she said, “But it’s something that I’ve been thinking about for a while.”

“You’ve been thinking about going on a road trip?” her father asked skeptically.

“Not exactly,” she said, “But I have been thinking about taking a trip, I just hadn’t decided where I wanted to go.”

“So you’re just going to jump in your car and drive?” her mother asked, frowning.

“Doesn’t it sound exciting?” she said enthusiastically, “I just love the whole mystery of it.”

“Where will you stay?” Daddy asked, “Where will you eat?”

“Wherever I feel like stopping,” she said, “Doesn’t it sound wonderful?  No plans, no schedules, just me and the open road.”

Daddy shook his head and Mother just stared at her like she’d lost her senses.  Alison knew that people thought she was flighty and shallow, but she really didn’t care.  She liked the excitement of deciding things on the spur of the moment, of plans changing without warning.  Where most people feared change, Alison embraced it, looked for it even.  If things stayed the same for too long, she got bored and restless.  Alison had a wanderlust that couldn’t be stymied.  She’d travelled extensively overseas and had loved the pure adventure of it, the freedom that came from having no tethers.  

“I don’t like it,” Mother said, “What if something happens?”

“I’ll have my phone,” she replied, “And I have AAA.”

Her father made a non-committal noise in his throat and her mother’s hand continued to flutter around her throat.

Alison rolled her eyes.  “My car isn’t even two months old, what’s going to go wrong with it?  I have nothing else planned for the summer, I’ve graduated and don’t start working until September and I’m twenty-two.  I don’t need your permission to go, but I thought I’d be an adult about it and at least discuss it with you first.”

Daddy stood and strode over to the wet bar to pour himself another drink.  Maybe it was the thought of being tied down to a job that had suddenly made it so important for her to go.  Ethan’s marriage proposal had spooked her too.  She had become complacent in her relationship with him, letting him direct their path and last night she’d realized that if she wasn’t careful she would wake up one day trapped in a life that she had never wanted.  Maybe one day she would be ready to settle down, but it wasn’t today.

“When are you going to leave?” Mother asked.

“Tomorrow,” she said with a grin.

“Alison you are far too willful for your own good,” Daddy said, “But as you quite clearly stated, you are not a child and we have no authority over you.”

Alison jumped up and went over to hug her father.  “I love you Daddy,” she said and kissed him on the cheek.

“Just make sure you take care of yourself,” he said.

“I will,” she said happily.

“And call us every night,” Mother said standing up and coming over to hug her.  “How long do you think you’ll be gone?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Alison replied, “I suppose until I get sick of it.”

“I better go and see Martha and make sure you have enough clean clothes to pack.”

Alison hugged her mother  and then watched as she left the room.

“Was it something that Ethan said to you?” her father asked when they were alone.

“No Daddy,” she said, “Ethan is a perfectly nice man, I just don’t want to marry him.”

“I thought you made a lovely couple,” he said, sipping his whiskey.

She sighed and slumped onto the couch, “There was no spark between us Daddy,” she said, “I’m not in love with him and he deserves a wife that will love him.”

“And it took you six months to come to that conclusion?”  He walked over and sat down next to her on the couch.

“I started dating him because you wanted me to,” Alison said, “And we had fun, so I kept dating him.  But when he asked me to marry him and I imagined what our life would look like ten years from now, it wasn’t the life I wanted for myself.  Do you understand?”

He harrumphed but nodded.

“I love you Daddy and I know you only have my best interests at heart, but I want the man I marry to love me with all his heart and I want to love him too.  Ethan and I may have been compatible, but that’s not all that you need in a marriage.  You know this, you and Mom have plenty of spark.”

He grinned and sipped form his glass again, “We do,” he said, “But there is also more to a marriage than attraction and…spark.”

Alison leaned her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes.  “I know,” she said, “But I definitely don’t want one without it.”

They sat in silence for a bit, lost in their own thoughts.  The decision to go on a road trip had come on her like lightning and now she couldn’t think of anything else.  She’d been overseas and had seen some amazing places, but she had never really spent time exploring her own country.  Seeing it by road was a brilliant idea and she didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it earlier.  Her stomach buzzed with excitement at the thought of taking to the interstate by herself, beholden to no one.  She was itching to get going.

Her father shifted and stood up, walking over to the wet bar to put down his glass.  “Come with me,” he said.

Alison got up and followed her father into his office.  He walked around the large maple desk and sat heavily in the big leather chair.  He rifled around in the desk drawers before pulling out an envelope.

“I was going to wait until you had started your new job before I gave this to you, but I suppose now is as good a time as any.”  He handed her the envelope.

She slid her finger under the flap and lifted, the paper tearing where it had been stuck down.  Inside the envelope was a black card.  She pulled it out and her mouth gaped.  It was an unlimited credit card connected to her father’s business account.

“Daddy!” she squealed, “I can’t accept this, it’s too much.”

“Of course you can Peanut,” he replied, “You deserve it.”


​It was pouring with rain and the inclement weather had delayed Alison, but finally she was ready to leave.  It wasn’t exactly what she imagined for her departure.  When she’d imagined driving off on the first day of her summer adventure, she’d imagined blue sky and bright sunshine.  She closed the trunk with a dull thud and turned to say goodbye to her parents.

“I really think you should wait a couple of days until this rain clears,” her mother said as Alison hugged her.

“I’ll be fine, mom,” she said, kissing her mother on the cheek.

“Have you got your phone paired to the bluetooth handsfree?” her father asked.

“Yes Daddy,” she said obediently, not rolling her eyes like she wanted to.

“And the gas tank is full?”

“Half full, but I’ll stop and fill up before I hit the interstate.”

“Good girl,” he said, pulling her into a hug.  “Be safe, okay?”

She nodded and stepped back.

The rain got louder as it pounded down on the roof over their heads.  Alison was glad for the covered driveway and grimaced at the sight of the pouring rain.  She was tempted to take her mother’s advice and wait a couple of days until the rain moved on, but she knew that if she did that, then she wouldn’t leave at all.  No, she needed to go now, while the idea was burning a hole in her brain.  It was a pattern with her.  If she didn’t strike while the proverbial iron was hot, then she would lose interest.  Alison’s brain was a hotbed of fantastic ideas, but if they weren’t acted on in a timely manner, another bright idea would take it’s place.  Waiting a couple of days might be prudent, but there was also the chance that she would have another whim in the meantime and the trip would never happen.

Martha, the housekeeper, handed her a small cooler which Alison knew would be filled with her homemade delicacies.  There was bound to be a couple of slices of freshly baked cherry pie and brownies and probably some turkey sandwiches as well.  And no doubt a bottle or two of sweet tea that Martha made especially for her.  She took the cooler and hugged the woman who had been her supplier of warm, homemade goodness and glasses of iced tea whenever she’d needed a pick me up.

She wiped the tears from under her eyes and smiled bravely at her parents.  Her mother’s eyes were glassy and she sniffed into a handkerchief she held to her nose.  Her father looked stoic, his hands stuffed into his pockets and his face a stern mask.  She shouldn’t feel so teary about leaving, it wasn’t like she was moving away for good or that she would be gone for months.  A couple of weeks traveling across the United States was something that a lot of people her age did.  There was no reason whatsoever to feel sad.  This was an adventure and she should be pumped, but the gloomy weather was putting a dampener on her enthusiasm.

She slid into the leather seat of her BMW and pulled the door shut.  She pulled her seatbelt on and started the car.  She braced her hands on the steering wheel and took a deep breath.  Everything would be fine, she was a good driver and she was in a safe car.  Yes, it was raining, but if she took it easy and didn’t take any silly risks, she would be fine.

Alison turned to wave at her parents and drove out from under the portico.  The rain pounded down on her windshield and she flipped on her lights and the windshield wipers.  She hit the button on the steering wheel to bring up her playlist and punched play.  Taylor Swift blared through her speakers and she smiled.  She could do this.

Feeling much more confident, Alison exited the driveway onto the road and set off towards the gas station, singing along to ’22’ at the top of her voice.

It was a quick stop to fill the tank and grab some candy for the road and then she was back in the car, Taylor Swift serenading her as she turned onto Interstate 80.  The rain continued
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