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Chapter One

Ally stared out towards the valley from the hood of her car, polishing off the rest of her picnic dinner just as the sun slid behind the waves. The lights were starting to come on in the city, and it all looked so peaceful and idyllic. She imagined what it would feel like to be coming home as a successful actress, rather than as... 

As a disappointment, she thought bitterly. 

Of course, she'd always managed to make ends meet, which was saying something given the high cost of living in Hollywood, but no one was going to see it that way. Instead, the whole city seemed to know that their once-brilliant high school actress had gone to Hollywood and gotten involved in the adult film industry. Last she'd heard, she was now a cautionary tale around the high school—although nobody ever mentioned her by name, it seemed, but everyone knew it was her that they were whispering about. 

She hadn't been home in seven years, and that didn't help her case at all. Rather than seeing the woman she had become, she knew half of them still pictured her as that innocent eighteen-year-old girl who had left home  just after graduation. She wasn't innocent anymore, and her curves were definitely not those of an eighteen-year-old. 

Not that you could see her curves at the moment, with the bulky sweater she was wearing. She forgot how cold winter could be in these parts—in Hollywood, she hadn't even seen snow in seven years now! It leant a certain magic to the spirit of the season, she conceded, but with her wardrobe of skimpy shorts and low-cut shirts, she was woefully unprepared for it. The best she could do was one sweater that she'd kept in the back of her closet and a pair of jeans—no hat or gloves or coat or anything else. 

She ran a hand back through her hair and hopped down off the hood, knowing she had to get back to driving before her hands froze. She still had another hour or so to go, on winding roads down into the valley. She had intended to time things better, to arrive in the afternoon, but she had blown a tire earlier that day and spent a few hours at the nearest truck stop while they fixed not just the tire but also the cracked rearview mirror and a few other minor problems that she had been neglecting. It wouldn't help her case if she showed up back home driving a junk heap. 

She crept slowly down the twisting roads that she had once known so well, and drove into town. When she finally made it, she was glad to see the lights were on in the house—she wasn't sure where she would have gone otherwise. She parked out front and then hesitantly walked up to the front door, leaving her bag in the car for now. 

Her mom was at the door before Ally could even knock; clearly she'd been sitting in the living room and seen the headlights. “Can I help you?” she asked suspiciously. 

Ally blinked—but of course, she had to look much different now from seven years ago, and she was sure the dim lighting wasn't helping her case. “Ma—it's me,” she said. “It's Ally.” 

Sharon blinked and then stepped forward, still squinting at her daughter. She shook her head, clearly amazed. Then, she scowled. “What's this?” she snapped. “You think after seven years, you can just show up on the porch unannounced, and everything is going to be okay? That we're going to be happy to see you?” Her face hardened. “You know where the Motel 6 is. I suggest you go find yourself a place to stay for the night. We'll see you at a decent hour.” 

Ally stumbled back a step in shock. She had expected anger and hurt, but she hadn't expected that they wouldn't even allow her to come inside. All she wanted was to apologize, to tell them why she'd left, to fix things. She felt tears stinging the corners of her eyes. Of course, they had every right to kick her out given everything that she'd done, but... 

She swallowed hard and stumbled sightlessly down the front walk to her car. She proceeded to sit there for a few minutes trying to catch her breath, then angrily swiped away the tears. She climbed out of the car, grabbed her bag, and started walking up the street to the Motel 6. Let everyone see the car, she thought. With its California license plates, there would be little doubt in anyone's minds who the car belonged to. Let them all know I'm home and I'm not afraid of them. 

At the motel, she walked hesitantly up to the front desk. “Hi,” she said. “Do you have a room free tonight?” 

The woman behind the desk squinted at her. They didn't get too many visitors through their town, so she had to be wondering what Ally was doing there—and Ally honestly wouldn't have known what to say if the woman just came out and asked her. As much as she wanted to let everyone know she was back home, she didn't want them all to know that her parents wouldn't even let her stay at home.

“Sure, we have a room free,” the woman said finally. “Have you stayed with us before?” Ally shook her head. “All right, so I'll need your name and some other information. If you want to just fill out this form...”

Ally took the clipboard and starting jotting down her information, pausing where it asked for her name. Alice Blake, she wrote finally, using her mother's maiden name as her surname and a different first name that she would hopefully still be able to react to. It wasn't clever by any means, but there was no way she was writing Alexandra Fontaine on that form, and she hoped they wouldn't be smart enough to realize who she really was. 

She paid in cash as well, just to be on the safe side. But the woman didn't even raise an eyebrow throughout the whole process, and when Ally was finally shown to her dingy, cramped room, she finally breathed a sigh of relief as she collapsed onto her bed. She wasn't out of the woods yet, of course, but things could have gone a lot worse. 

––––––––

Chapter Two

The next day, Ally woke up early, practically buzzing with anxious energy. She dressed quickly and grabbed her keys. But when she went home, the cars were all gone from the driveway and no one came to the door. Ally sighed and kicked bitterly at a pile of snow on the edge of the walk. How was she supposed to reconcile with them if they wouldn't even agree to see her? And okay, sure, maybe she should have called first or emailed them so they could get all the anger out of their systems before she'd shown up, but for some reason, she'd thought the element of surprise would work in her favor. 

Clearly not. 

She was tempted to hang around on the porch waiting for them, but first of all, she'd probably freeze to death doing that, and second of all, she hadn't eaten yet, so a trip to the grocery store was in order. When she tried to start her car, the engine whirred a couple times but wouldn't start. She sighed heavily and got out of the car. It wasn't that long a walk, and there was probably no way she was getting it started—she wasn't the only thing unused to this cold... 

She wrapped her new scarf tighter around her neck and started down the block, hands jammed deep in the pockets of her jeans. She made it nearly to the store without incident, but then as she turned around the corner under the shop's awning, she nearly crashed into someone. They both backpedalled, and Ally slipped on a patch of ice, going down hard enough to knock the wind out of her and bring tears to her eyes. 

“Shit, sorry!” the man said, bending down quickly. “Hey, are you okay?” 

Ally nodded, taking a shaky breath. “Yeah,” she said quaveringly. “Yeah, I'm fine.” She looked up and stared. The man kneeling in front of her was incredibly handsome, even bundled up as he was. A shock of dark hair spilled out from under a blue beanie that perfectly matched the shade of his eyes. His angular features gave him an almost elfin appearance. And he was unmistakably Matthew Conaway, her high school sweetheart. 

Matthew quirked an eyebrow at her. “Well, you look half-frozen, anyway.” He took off his hat and jammed it down over Ally's blonde hair. “What are you doing running around half-naked in weather like this? You'll get sick, and right before the holidays too!” 

Ally felt the ghost of a smile on her face. Clearly, he didn't recognize who she was, and that was probably for the best. She let him take her arm and tug her to her feet. He frowned as she shivered and started unbuttoning his coat. “Come on,” he said, wrapping it around her shoulders and steering her away from the grocery store. “You clearly need to warm up with some hot chocolate—my treat.” 

Ally frowned and dug in her heels. Better get this over with. “Wait,” she said. When he looked down at her, she couldn't meet his eyes. “Matthew, it's...it's me. Ally. Ally Morgan.” She risked a look up at his eyes and hated the frown on his face. She didn't even know where to begin with her apology. 

“I think,” Matthew said slowly, hesitantly steering her towards the café, “that we need to have a long talk. And no matter how awkward and painful this will be, I think you owe me that much.”

Ally exhaled noisily, nodding sharply. “I'd...I'd like that.” She took a deep breath, carefully following him along the sidewalk and into the café. 

“Why don't you go have a seat by the heater?” Matthew asked, gesturing towards a table in the corner. “I'll get the drinks. You're still drinking your hot chocolate with orange peel in it?” 

Ally ducked her head and nodded. “Yeah,” she said quietly, trying to quash her feelings. On the surface, this was just like old times, but that was ignoring everything that had happened over the past seven years. She huddled by the heater and watched as Matthew ordered their drinks, grinning just a little at the way he had never grown out of his wild gesticulation when talking. 

After a few moments of chatting with the barista, the woman suddenly looked sharply over at Ally, and Ally knew Matthew must have said something about who she was. She smiled sheepishly and gave a small wave, but the barista didn't wave back. Instead, she frowned and turned back to Matthew, quickly ringing up their drinks before she began preparing them. 

Matthew came over and slid into the seat across from Ally. “That's Margaret Wainright,” he said, “in case you couldn't tell.” 

Ally blinked and stared back over at her former classmate. It made sense that she would run into so many people from her past since most of them had never moved away from their hometown, but it was still a bit surreal to be sitting here with Matthew and being served by Margaret Wainright. She shook her head. 

“So,” she said after a moment, laying her palms flat on the table. “I guess I owe you an apology...?” She frowned, trying to figure out where to even begin with it. There were so many things she wanted to say to him, to tell him about, and in all those years of imagining in her head how this would go, she'd always been pretty vague on how they got started. 

Matthew scowled. “You guess you owe me an apology?” he asked angrily. 

Ally flinched back as though he'd slapped her. “I mean...” She swallowed hard, blinking rapidly, and was dismayed to feel a couple tears roll down her face. 

She didn't even know the gossip about Matthew anymore—she had long-since quit asking her sister Jane to tell her about Matthew's currently state of bachelorhood. Hearing he was dating someone new always made her heart plummet, and anyway, it wasn't like she had ever entertained any notions that he might eventually take her back. Maybe if all she'd done was to leave abruptly, without warning, to go to California. Maybe if she'd come back that first Christmas. But certainly not after she'd gotten tied up in the adult film industry. 

She twisted a lock of hair around her finger, then took a hasty sip of hot chocolate, wincing as she scalded her tongue. A few more tears trickled down her cheeks, and she stood abruptly. “I can't do this,” she said. She could feel her hands shaking and her breathing coming too quickly, and she just wanted... 

“Sit down,” Matthew said harshly. “As we've just agreed, you owe me this.” He gave her a cold look that Ally had never imagined she would be on the receiving end of coming from him. 

She hesitantly sat back down, hunching in on herself. “Please,” she said quietly. “Can we please just...” She swallowed. “My parents wouldn't even talk to me,” she said after a moment. “Which, I understand it. But can we just, talk about what you're up to and...and have this out another time? I'll be here for...for a few weeks. Or so. Longer. I don't know. I want to come back home.” When Matthew didn't respond, she pressed her palms into her eyes. “I want to sort myself out. I really do.”

There was a long silence. “Just, why didn't you tell me?” Matthew said finally. “If you had told me–“

“Then what?” Ally interrupted. “You would have gone with me? Don't you see, that's exactly what I didn't want, Matthew. I needed to do this on my own. I needed to forget that I was some small-town theatre kid and pretend like I could be a star.” There was a lot more to it than that, but she hoped he would find that to be an acceptable answer. 

“Oh?” Matthew asked archly. “And how did that work out for you, becoming a star?” He slammed a palm down on the table, causing their cups to rattle. “You're so selfish, do you realize that?” This time, he was the one standing. “You know what? I don't know why I thought we should do this. I should have known this wasn't going to make me feel any better about this.” 

“Matthew.” He paused, hearing for the first time the broken tone in her voice. When he looked back at the table, Ally was looking dejectedly down at her lap, fiddling with the end of her scarf. “I was pregnant,” she said finally. “And I miscarried a week after graduation.” 

––––––––

Chapter Three

Ally woke up slowly, staring curiously up at the white stucco ceiling. Then she remembered: she was in a hotel room because she still hadn't managed to talk to her parents. 

She rolled over, burying her face in a pillow, feeling emotionally drained after her heart-to-heart with Matthew the previous day. After her big declaration, the man had at least sat down and listened to her as she'd explained everything that had driven her to...well, basically to run away. She had felt so much better about everything, given the chance to reinvent herself. And when Gordon had approached her in a bar, told her she was attractive, and asked her to star in one of his films...

That was the thing: deep down, she knew she should have some qualms about starring in adult film movies. But on the other hand, she'd been young and desperate to prove herself—and desperate to feel beautiful again. The other girls at the studio had really taken her in, and she'd needed that. 

But after that, as elated as she'd felt to see herself there on screen (and oh wow, did she really look that sexy when she peered up through her lashes like that or when she slowly stripped off her shirt to reveal her curves?)—as elated as she'd felt, she also felt the divide between herself and her hometown grow even wider. How could she ever go back now? 

Things had really gotten out of control when the studio started using images of her and another woman, Tara, in their advertising campaigns. That was when everyone back home had found out about it, and that was when Ally had received an angry phone call from her father telling her not to bother coming home that Christmas—or ever again. 

Ally sighed and scrubbed a hand over her face. Time to get up. 

She dressed slowly in the same outfit as before, recognizing distantly that she really needed to go clothes shopping at some point soon if she planned on sticking around. But then again, how would she do that when her car wouldn't start? 

She sat on the edge of the bed, taking a couple deep breaths as she fought back tears. She'd never been a very anxious person, but it seemed like since she'd come home, even breathing was difficult, and she wanted to break down in tears every few minutes. Before she knew it, her hand was creeping towards her phone. She waited with bated breath while it rang a few times, and then swallowed hard when Matthew picked up. 

“Good morning,” he said easily. “How'd you sleep?” He sounded calm, as though the turmoil from yesterday had never happened. He sounded like he hadn't even thought about it, really, or like that encounter had never happened. He sounded good. 

Ally pressed the phone closer to her ear, as though if she leaned hard enough into it she might somehow transport herself to where Matthew was. All she wanted was to lean into him and feel his strong arms around her, holding her close. 

She sobbed. 

“Hey,” Matthew said soothingly, a note of worry in his voice. “Hey, what's wrong?” 

“Everything!” Ally cried. “I mean, nothing, I don't know, I just...” She sniffled piteously. 

“Aww, babe. I know. Here, why don't I come pick you up and we'll go for a drive? Maybe do a little ice skating out on the lake—after we buy you a proper jacket, of course.” He sounded so warm and friendly and... 

“Why are you being so nice to me?” Abby asked, feeling a new wave of tears threatening. “I was so horrible to you, and you're...” 

“Ally. Hey.” Matthew sighed. “Look, I've been thinking about what you told me, okay? And I can't say I fully understand, because of course I'll never be in that same situation. But I can also tell that you didn't leave because you didn't care, and I also get the sense that you really are trying to turn your life around. And if you're committed to doing so—well, we're never going to be boyfriend and girlfriend again, but at least we can be friends. And friends cheer one another up when the other is feeling down.” 

Ally felt her heart drop, but it took her a moment to realize why. Oh. She had been hoping... Maybe in some foolish part of her heart, she had still thought she could come back and make everything right with Matthew. She wasn't sure she could imagine just being friends with him, when she'd spent seven years in Hollywood superimposing a mental image of his face over every man she had slept with, imagining it was Matthew kissing her with those slightly-chapped lips, imagining it was his calloused fingers tracing their way down her sides. 

She should've known better, though. After seven years, he would have moved on, of course—given up on her long ago. She bit her lower lip. 

“Ally? You still there? Where are you staying, anyway? You're not at your parents' are you?”

Ally took a shuddering breath. “No. I'm at the Motel 6.” 

“Oh, Ally.” Matthew sounded like he wanted to say something else, but then he abruptly said, “I'll be there in ten, fifteen minutes, okay?”

“Okay,” Ally said in a small voice, still trying to quell her disappointment. “See you soon.” 

Ally paced impatiently around the room while she waited, then paused to stare at her reflection in the mirror. Without her full makeup on, she was nearly unrecognizable as a porn star, she reflected. She was just another girl-next-door with jeans and a baggy sweater, a little eyeliner smudged around her eyes and just a hint of mascara. Slowly, she brought a hand up to touch her reflection, wondering how they had got to here. 

When Matthew honked twice, she practically flew out the door and had to force herself to slow down on the icy walkway. Rather than going towards the passenger's side, however, she went straight to the driver's side and pulled open Matthew's door. “I need a hug,” she said plaintively. 

Matthew snorted and put the car in park. He got slowly out and pulled her carefully against his warm, solid chest, gently stroking first her hair and then her back. “You're all right,” he murmured. “Or, if you're not all right, you're going to be all right.” 

Ally smiled as she pulled away. “Thanks,” she said. Matthew always knew how to make her feel better. 

“Well, come on,” Matthew said, gesturing towards the car. “Let's get you some proper winter attire.” 

––––––––

Chapter Four

That evening, Ally stood hesitantly on her parents' porch, shifting her weight from foot to foot. Part of her didn't want to quash this great mood that she was in. She and Matthew hadn't gotten to go skating—it got dark so early in the winter around here!—but they had successfully found her a winter coat, a couple new sweaters, and a sturdy pair of boots. And it had been fun, with Matthew trying on funny hats and challenging her to find the ugliest item in the thrift store and things like that. It had almost been like old times. 

Which Ally supposed was dangerous. She couldn't invest too much into this if Matthew didn't want to be with her again. It was difficult, though, when all she wanted was for him to sweep her up, kiss her passionately, and touch her in all the ways she'd dreamed of over the years. 

Despite the fact that she didn't want to spoil this mood, though, Ally knew she needed to talk to her parents that evening; she was impatient to just get this over with. Hanging in limbo like this couldn't be healthy. So taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door. 

After a long moment, her mother finally answered the door. She folded her arms across her chest when she saw Ally waiting there, fidgeting with her sweater sleeve and looking shy. Ally opened her mouth to say something—anything—but found that words failed her. She bit her lower lip. “I–“

“Come in,” Sharon said at last. “But take your boots off; I don't need to you dripping slush all over!” 

Ally stepped hesitantly onto the welcome mat, wiping her boots off and then stepping even more gingerly inside, bending quickly down to undo her laces and slip off her boots. She slowly removed her jacket as well, then turned to face her mom. Before Sharon could say anything else, Ally pulled her into a heartfelt hug, inwardly cheering as her mom's arms came up around her. 

“Hey, Mom,” Ally said. “I've missed you.” 

Sharon pulled away and cleared her throat, wiping surreptitiously at her eyes. “Have you eaten?” she asked. Ally shook her head. “Well, good. I made too much dinner for two people anyway. Come on, you can help me finish up in the kitchen.” 

Ally trailed after her mom, looking around at the mostly-unchanged decorations. Sure, there were a couple new photos on the walls and a few more knick-knacks here and there, but for the most part... It looked just like the home she'd always known. She smiled a little to herself. 

In the kitchen, though, it seemed like everything was different. Her mother asked her to help set the table, and when she pulled out the drawer where the cutlery used to be, she found only napkins and placemats. A cupboard where she was expecting to find glasses yielded only plastic containers and bowls. Every time she had to ask where something had moved to, she imagined her mother's salad preparation became a bit more forced. 

It was only her imagination, she knew, but it didn't help that they still weren't talking. 

But she didn't know where to start. She cleared her throat finally, turning to look at her mom. “I'm sorry I wasn't in better contact,” she said hesitantly. There was no response, so she pressed on. “It was just difficult to tell everyone that I wasn't going to live the life they expected me to live. I couldn't live that life. I needed to leave, and I needed to find myself.” 

“So what,” Sharon asked bitterly, “you decided to find
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