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  Chapter 1
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Lourdes


“How can you force an old woman to leave her home?” Gam-Gam’s voice is strained and high-pitched. “How could anyone do such a thing as that? You ought to be ashamed of yourselves, all of you.” 
The scolding hurts, but not nearly as much as the reason behind it.
My grandmother’s whole body shakes as my mom gently places her hands on Gam-Gam’s shoulders. Her voice is soft when she speaks. “Mom, this is for the best. We can’t take care of you here anymore. It will be okay. I promise. The staff is friendly and kind. And Uncle Sal, Lourdes, and I will visit you every day. Besides, you’re not leaving yet. You still have a few more days here at home with Lourdes and me.”
This doesn’t comfort Gam-Gam in any way, not that either my mother or I expected it would. Words filter in and out of her mind so randomly now that most of the time, she doesn’t really understand what’s going on or cannot find a way to respond to the matter at hand.
She wasn’t even supposed to find out about leaving to go live in a dedicated memory-care facility—not yet—but she saw me packing up some of her things when I hadn’t realized they’d returned from a visit to the community gazebo in the park, and all hell broke loose. No matter what answer I gave her, it wasn’t enough. It doesn’t help that sometimes when she looks at me, she thinks I’m a younger version of my mom.
“Marjorie,” Gam-Gam says, moving her eyes my way with urgency, “you need to listen to me. I don’t need to go on a trip. I can’t take vacations. The flower shop needs me. I belong here.”
Acrid tears sting my eyes. I don’t want to tell her I’m not my mom. Again. It cuts me every single time to watch the confusion in her eyes or see her shake her head like I’m the one not making any sense.
“Mom,” my mother says to Gam-Gam before I have to speak. She positions herself in front of me so my grandma can look in her eyes. “The flower shop is okay. Lourdes is more than capable of running it. You always said she’d be good at it.”
Gam-Gam eyes me silently in a panic, trying to figure this out.
My mom continues. “You still have a few days here. We’ll give you plenty of time to get acclimated over there. Mrs. Hasse volunteers there every week. Remember Mrs. Hasse, Mom? Cara? You’ve been friends for years.”
“Cara?” Then something clicks. Gam-Gam smiles. “Oh, dear Cara. I haven’t seen her in ages. Not since she finally married Noah and he whisked her off to Buffalo.”
Mom grins. “Well, she’s back home now. She’d love to visit you, I’m sure.”
Mrs. Hasse is widowed, with no family nearby. Most of her friends have either moved to warmer climates or assisted living facilities or passed away, which is why she likes volunteering at the care center. And because Mrs. Hasse is there so often, she can stroll down memory lane with Gam-Gam as much as she wants.
Gam-Gam starts to calm down at the suggestion of seeing her dear old friend.
There’s the sound of the front door opening and closing, and my mom’s uncle Sal walks in. “Not going so well, huh?” he asks, but he clearly knew the answer before he got here. He steps over to my grandma. “Hey, sis. What do you say we go stroll in the park? Maybe name a few more birds?”
Gam-Gam shakes her head. “Can’t today, Salvatore. The shop needs me. It always needs me. I can’t leave it.”
“I know, sis. I know.” Uncle Sal gently pats her arm with his right hand. “Why don’t you come sit down with me and tell me all about what’s new at the shop?”
“Only if you tell me what’s new at the store.”
My great uncle used to own a hardware store here in Syracuse Falls. He filled one room of it with really cool antique tools and the rest with everyday tools and parts. But like so many other places in small towns, Uncle Sal’s shop began to die a slow, painful death when a chain hardware store opened nearby. He added car parts as well, hoping that would help, but it didn’t put a dent in the losses.
Uncle Sal eventually had to close up shop, and now helps out at the construction company owned by my bestie Lucy’s brother Dominic, as well as another company that used to be owned by Uncle Sal’s best friend before he died and passed it on to his grandson.
“You got it, sis,” Uncle Sal says to her.
I offer my grandmother a hug, which she happily accepts. “Gam-Gam, it’s going to be okay. I promise.”
She nods without a word. I’m not sure if she knows what I’m talking about.
Uncle Sal carefully guides her to the living room. I know he’ll regale her with all of his shop’s glory days, especially those that might jog Gam-Gam’s memory.
Mom and I hang back in the kitchen, each silently trying to calm our minds.
She eventually looks at me and gives me a small smile. “Guess I won’t be able to tend to the garden today. Even with Uncle Sal here, I don’t want to leave Mom.”
“It’s okay. We’ll have lots of workers this time, and Nadine and Trevor will be there, so they’ll be able to help guide everyone to the jobs that need done.” Lucy’s mom Nadine and Trevor Bernhardt are on the board for the community garden, along with my mom. It’s always reassuring when board members work in the beds and planters with the rest of the community. It helps our neighbors understand that the work really is all for them in the end.
“Enjoy the sunshine for me.”
“Always.” I give my mom a grin and head out.






  
  Chapter 2
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Lourdes


It’s such a perfect early July day. Warm but not excruciatingly hot considering the time of year. Nice, bright sun. Perhaps a few clouds for respite. I’m hard at work in my beloved garden. I love community garden days when the whole town shows up to help. Gam-Gam has had a lot of brilliant ideas in her life, but this one is tops for me. 
Before her, this spot was once a place that was abandoned due to constant flooding. The homeowners had had enough. Those who stuck around lost their homes due to a terrible fire a couple years later. The fire also burned the abandoned buildings. Gam-Gam wanted to bring joy to such a tragic place.
This is truly our neighborhood garden. Fenced in but never locked. We don’t use any chemicals. Everything is as organic as possible. We even make and use our own compost, including what’s given to us by the townspeople—so long as they follow all the guidelines. Our garden is funded as a small nonprofit. This was done by Gam-Gam years ago to keep it going. She did her best to guarantee the garden would never run out of money. We still run fundraisers from time to time. Bernhardt Farms and Orchard, as well as Mackintosh Valley Farms—both extremely local to our area—sponsor the garden, too.
This is the place I can truly let go of all the heartaches and pains and confusion. There is nothing confusing about tending to my favorite plants. I know precisely what to do with each of them. How much sun they require. When they need watered and how much. The right amount of fertilizer to help them grow their best.
Nothing is ever wrong on community garden days.
While I pull out a few weeds from this bed, though, my mind starts to wander.
There was this documentary I saw years ago, and in it, the narrator said that the smell of fresh-cut grass is a way the blades send out an alert to the others, like they’re in pain. Sometimes, I almost wish I had something similar to let my ex know I was in pain back then. That I still am. After all these years.
I take a deep breath in, letting the clean dirt aroma fill my lungs before letting it all out. As I stand from my knees to stretch my back before moving a few steps over to the lettuces, I catch sight of something. Well, someone. A very specific someone I haven’t laid eyes on in almost exactly ten years.
Spence Kirby.
My high school best friend.
My senior year boyfriend.
The guy who cheated on me just before graduation and shattered my heart into a quadrillion pieces. The one I want a distress signal for. Spencer Kirby with a beard. A full-on, grown-up, dark and luscious, knee-freaking-weakening beard.
Spence starts walking toward me. Not even just in my general direction. We’ve locked eyes, and he’s coming my way. He even stopped his conversation with Trevor’s mom in order to head over here. He still has that look in his eyes like he used to.
I can’t talk to him. I just can’t.
When I turn to run—well, walk quickly—to a different area of the garden, I’m stopped by a group of people milling about near the summer squash. With the way the garden is set up, there’s no way for me to get around them.
“Hey, Lourdes.”
I stop my feet, then swivel around to face my ex. Now that he’s closer, I see maybe there is a slight change in his eyes, but everything else about him is just as I remember, and I remember it all. He’s eight inches taller than me, putting him right at six foot one. His dark brown hair is a little shorter than he used to wear it, but still looks as soft and touchable. He still has the most beautiful smile. I don’t even have to see it to know this. And actually, I’m so grateful I don’t see it right now, because I don’t think I could handle that. It would be too hard to see him happy when I am so not. Not with him, at least.
I refuse to focus on that, however. “Spence.”
“I don’t get a smile? Not even a hey or hi or how are you?” He looks at me with crinkled brows. Then they smooth out. “How long are you going to do this?”
I ignore the true meaning behind his question. “Well, Community Garden Day is like a town holiday, and it’s all day. I’d say I’ll be here until possibly sunset. Depends on when the last volunteer stragglers leave and how long it takes Trevor, Nadine, and me to figure out what needs done this week.”
Spence nods, but says nothing. He keeps his gorgeous eyes locked on mine. I mean, just his eyes. Not his gorgeous eyes. Not at all. They don’t still make me weak after ten years. Twelve, if you count when my crush on him started, but I never told him that part. Definitely not telling him now.
“What are you doing here, Spence? Why the sudden interest in this? You some sort of gardening expert now?”
I can’t quite read the look on his face. It doesn’t help that I keep having to avoid eye contact in order to keep my breathing steady. Gaze too long into those sapphire-blue eyes, and I might not be able to function afterward.
“Trevor asked me for help, since I’m in town now.”
“Why would he do that? He knows you cheated on me.”
“How does he know that?” Spence’s voice is tight.
“I told him.”
“Lourdes . . .” He doesn’t finish whatever he was going to say.
“I can’t believe Trevor would do this to me.” I shake my head. Trevor knows exactly what went down ten years ago. He knew without me having to remind him. Most people in this town know, at least those who are close to our age or have siblings who are. We were literally the talk of the town back then. There’s no way my friend has forgotten what Spence did and what that means for me.
Spence doesn’t try to offer a response.
I flick my eyes to my left to see what’s going on over there and . . . I don’t freaking believe it.
Pippa. In my garden, working the parsley bed with Lucy’s mom. Pippa never comes here.
Except Spence is here now.
Of course.
I can’t say her name. I can’t bear to even mention her presence, though I know Spence is well aware of it. He doesn’t look in her direction, though. I still feel his gaze on me. I look back at him. Daggers must be coming from my eyes by now.
“What do you want?” I nearly spit at him.
He falters. “I don’t think about you.”
And now there’s a dagger in my heart.






  
  Chapter 3
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Spence


How are you, Lourdes? 
You’re wrong about me.
You don’t know what happened.
I didn’t do what you think I did.
I would never.
I still miss you.
I still love you.
All things I wanted to say to her. All things I should have said. But no. I panicked at that searing look she gave me and lied. “I don’t think about you.” I think about her all the time. Ten years of thinking about her every single day.
Lourdes’s blue-green eyes are wide, and her beautiful face has all but drained of its color. She looks like I physically hurt her, which churns my stomach. I hate how much hurt she feels because of me. Because I promised to protect a friend—Pippa Leonard—and refused to tell a story that wasn’t mine to tell. This meant that when Lourdes thought I cheated on her with Pippa, all I could do was vehemently deny it, without an explanation to back up this denial.
I hated not being able to tell her what she really saw back then, and I hate myself for lying to her now. I hate that one admittedly suspicious-looking misunderstanding tore us apart.
“Wow. Couldn’t wait for me to know that little detail, huh?” Lourdes is just as quick to respond. “Well, I already assumed. I mean, you made that crystal clear when you cheated on me.”
“I never cheated,” I manage to say, fighting hard against the urge to mentally shake this woman I love so much. “Ever.” But I’ve said this to her dozens of times before to no avail.
“Technically cheating or not, it still hurt the same. And I knew it was going to happen. I knew falling in love with you was a bad idea.” Her eyes grow wide again, like she didn’t mean to say this last part.
That’s the first freaking time she says that out loud to me—that she really did love me—and it’s like this?
I feel my face scrunch up as I stare at her, waiting for more. My heart thunks around in my chest. My brain runs through all the scenarios of whatever else she might send my way.
But then she puts a blank expression on. “How many people knew you were coming here before I did?”
“I told you. Trevor asked me if I wanted to help—”
“Not to the garden,” she interrupts me. “Back here to the Falls.”
I don’t answer. I’m not sure if she really wants to hear it. It wasn’t exactly intentional, but yeah, Lourdes is one of the last to know that I’m back.
She moves her eyes to her left again. I look over as well and see Pippa there with Mrs. Larkin. Shit.
“Is this a sudden interest in gardening or a renewal of interest in a certain someone else?”
“I’m not here for Pippa,” I say not even a second after Lourdes finishes speaking. “I didn’t even know she’d be here.” I don’t want Lourdes bringing up those ideas. They were never true, despite her not believing me.
Lourdes heaves a sigh and forces me to hold eye contact. “I want you gone, Spence. You left town and didn’t come back. It was supposed to stay that way.”
“I’m the new paramedic.”
“You can be a paramedic anywhere. You already were. Just pack up and go.” 
My immediate urge is to ask her how she knows this. Small town gossip, I assume. Or maybe she’s assuming this isn’t my first time as a paramedic. But there’s always the possibility that Lourdes actually cares what I’ve been up to in all my years away, and that has me unwilling to leave this garden. “I’m part of this community again. Whether you like that fact is no concern of mine.”
It was really stupid to tell her that last part. I don’t even mean it. I want her to want me here.
Her jaw tightens. “Get out of my garden.” Each word is clipped and filled to the brim with disgust.
I have a strong urge to remind her this garden belongs to the whole community. Her grandma helped design it that way. But if I push her now, she might not be willing to give me a chance later. Despite my desire to stay here with her, all I can do is give her a nod and walk off in the opposite direction of Pippa.
After weaving around to find Trevor and explain that I can return when Lourdes isn’t here—avoiding Pippa at all costs—I make my way to my car parked down the street and head to my new place in the Apple Lane Apartments complex.
I keep playing back that moment ten years ago when Lourdes confronted me, wondering how I could have done something to fix it. I won’t say that I’d change what led to the confrontation.
I’d been driving home one night after dropping Lourdes off at her house, following some stupid argument she and I had. I saw Pippa walking alongside the road, crying. As I got closer, I realized she was shaking, too. When I offered her a ride home, she immediately refused. Pippa had been known by the girls in our class as a bitch or stuck up, but I just saw a girl in pain, even though I couldn’t get her to admit something was wrong.
After telling her I wouldn’t just leave her on the street in that condition, Pippa finally allowed me to drive her to her house. I waited for her to go in, but something kept me from driving off. I still don’t know what it was. So I put my car in park and walked up to her house, then let myself in. I thank God every day that I did.
The condition of an everyday messy house is one thing. That’s never bothered me when I visit people, even now as a paramedic. But the condition of Pippa’s house was something else. Not just garbage. There was broken glass on the floor and shattered dishes. There was a large gash ripped or cut into the sofa. A dining chair was smashed in one of the doorways, which had a huge chunk missing. I was surprised walls hadn’t fallen down.
Pippa heard me call for her and ran back to the living room, still in tears, but now also mortified, based on her wide eyes and the red in her complexion.
“What happened?” I demanded. Then I had to ask three more times as she cried harder and tried to herd me out of the house, though I stood my ground.
“My mom,” she finally told me, relenting. “She drinks. A lot.”
“Where’s your little sister?”
“With my grandparents. She doesn’t live here anymore.”
I understood. “You stayed?”
Her chin quivered. “I couldn’t let anyone else know about this.”
Then I told her to pack a bag of stuff, everything she needed for the night. “You’re coming with me.”
I could see the moment she stopped wrestling with this in her head and agreed. In my car on the way to my house, she told me all about her mom’s drinking and drug problems, and how long it’d been going on. No one knew apart from the grandparents who, to me, clearly didn’t care enough to get Pippa out of that situation, too. But they had old money, much like several families in town, and often only thought of their family’s reputation.
My parents quickly agreed to let Pippa stay in my sister Quinn’s room. Quinn and Pippa had been friendly before my sister graduated the year before. We then decided to have a family meeting the following night to discuss Pippa living with us on a semi-permanent—secret—basis, so Pippa didn’t have to face her mom and didn’t have to face the rumors that would inevitably swirl, and the derision those rumors would cause. The last thing my family and I wanted was for her to be judged by the whole damn town.
The judgment and condemnation happened anyway, but not because of her family situation. Because Lourdes came to make up with me after our stupid fight, but saw Pippa leaving my house really early the next morning. She assumed Pippa was sneaking out after spending the night with me and blew up.
I couldn’t tell her the whole truth. I couldn’t betray the trust I was working so hard to earn from Pippa. All I could do was tell Lourdes the truth that she needed, but she refused to believe me.
So here we are now. She hates me. She hates Pippa. Pippa has no idea Lourdes thinks I cheated with her because I didn’t want to add to her problems or scare her back to her awful mother just to keep Lourdes from breaking up with me. At that point, if that was how Lourdes wanted to end it, I didn’t see any way around it.
As I contemplate it now, I still don’t see what I could have done differently. There was no easy solution. I would have had to betray Pippa’s faith in my family’s ability to keep her safe. I don’t like to think what would have happened or where she would have ended up if she’d gone back home. Her mom was smart enough to let Pippa go, even though I think my parents scared her off with a threat of involving the police or Child Protective Services. Pippa begged us not to choose either of those options, and since she was almost eighteen, my parents reluctantly agreed.
I’ve been back in Syracuse Falls for a few days now, avoiding going anywhere except my parents’ house and this apartment. My mom bought all my groceries for me. My parents, sister, and a couple buddies, including Trevor and Dominic Larkin, helped get the apartment into shape when the truck with my furniture showed up. But other than that, I have avoided any place Lourdes might see me. I knew Community Garden Day was my best shot at catching her in a good mood, and hopefully keeping her that way.
I’m in my apartment unpacking for only an hour when I decide I can’t stay alone with my thoughts anymore. I text my sister to see if she’s home, then drive over to her house for a visit. As I pull up, I see Pippa’s car in the drive.
Pippa stayed with my family that summer and even the next year, until she got a job that paid enough to move into an apartment with Quinn. She refused to move in with my sister until she could help pay for her half of the bills, even though Quinn never cared. Pippa had also vowed to repay my parents, but they refused. Pippa had become family to us. My folks even contemplated adopting her, whether officially or unofficially, but in the end, Pippa said she was too old for formal documents.
I think she just didn’t want there to be a big to-do about it. It didn’t feel like a celebration to her. It felt like survival.
Quinn and Pippa both greet me with hugs, and we converge around Quinn’s kitchen island with iced teas. Though I often reach for cold beer on a hot day like today, I respect Pippa’s wish to never be around alcohol. My whole family only drinks tea, water, or lemonade around her. My parents don’t even keep alcohol in their house. My sister does, but only because she works as a sommelier in Syracuse.
“Saw you at the garden,” Pippa says to me with a smile that doesn’t reach up to her eyes. Then the smile drops. “Lourdes didn’t look happy.”
“She never is with me.” I give a laugh to make it sound like it’s a joke, though it’s anything but.
Pippa doesn’t take the bait. “I wish I knew why you two broke up.”
Even though most of the town knew and still knows Lourdes’s version—to the best of my knowledge, at least—not a single person ever mentioned it to Pippa. Syracuse Falls is full of gossips, but they are at least gossips who care enough to not drag someone through the mud to their face. Not that that really makes it any better, but I at least find solace in knowing Pippa was never accosted with being a so-called homewrecker. I think it might have sent her into a downward spiral.
“I also wish I knew why she’s never liked me,” Pippa continues.
I try to clear my throat as quietly as possible. I can’t give her any answer, as it would only be a lie. My sister doesn’t say anything either. I never told her what Lourdes thinks. If Quinn knows, that’s news to me. I didn’t want her hating Lourdes. Quinn never would have convinced Pippa to speak out, so that’s all that would have come about: my sister hating the girl I loved. She hates Lourdes anyway. I still can’t stomach the thought.
“She’s a tough nut to crack,” Quinn says to Pippa. Then she leaves it at that. I feel her eyes on me without looking at her.
“It sure is nice having you back.” This time the smile reaches Pippa’s eyes.
I smile in return. “Things have changed a little around here.”
“If you ever came back before now, you’d know that,” my sister tells me. She looks like she’s fighting the urge to roll her eyes. “You really had to miss all those holidays or make us come to you?”
“I just couldn’t get away,” I finally say after way too long of a pause.
Neither of them believes this, but only Quinn still harasses me about it.
I get a text on my phone. It’s from Sage, my new partner, who also grew up in Syracuse Falls. She’s a few years older than me.
Hey, meet up for dinner tonight before work tomorrow?

Sure. Where?

Button’s. Great burgers.

I remember.

Wasn’t sure. It’s been ten years, right?


And now I think it’s safe to assume every single resident in this town is going to harass me about my absence.
Those are not the kind of burgers one easily forgets


We decide on a time to meet up in a little while. My sister still has not let up about me being gone. I not only had to listen to this for the ten years I lived elsewhere, but I’ve also endured five times as much since Quinn has been able to see me in person.
“Will you please let it go? I’m here now. I’m not going anywhere.”
Quinn puts her hands up in defeat. Then she adds, “Not that it matters to me anymore, but that’s probably the speech you need to give to Lourdes.”
I would if I could, sis. I would if I could.






  
  Chapter 4
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Lourdes


There’s no way I can focus on this damn garden anymore today. And just the fact that I added “damn” in describing my beautiful garden says something. Spence destroyed my happy mood. I don’t think there’s any way I’m getting that joyfulness back. Not right now. Not here, after Pippa was here. She disappeared a while ago, not long after Spence took off. 
Surprise, surprise.
I don’t feel bad about making him leave, but then why do I miss his eyes watching me?
What I need to do is focus. Concentrate on the tasks I have left to do, because this town is counting on me. Even with the board, I’m still basically the one in charge, after all. Too many people depend on what this garden produces. We already had to cancel this month’s community dinner because of issues at our garden as well as our suppliers’ farms due to this unusually dry heat. Things are wilted or unavailable. Two weeks won’t change that. But I cannot let everything die in here, and certainly not before the dinner taking place at the end of next month.
Will Spence still be here six weeks from now? Will he come to the dinner?
Nope. Not doing that. Not going there.
Spence only went to those dinners because of me—first as my friend, then as my boyfriend. He has no reason to want to be at them now. I certainly won’t beg him to like I did when we were teens.
I work my muscles and my mind to the point of straining from my suddenly hyper-focused garden work. No more thinking of a particular man who still looks at me the way he did the last time I saw him. Hurt and sad and confused, with more than a touch of desire laced through it all.
Now that I’m finally done, having impressed both Trevor and Nadine, who are the last two at the garden today, I need to rush home for a shower. There is comfort pie calling my name at Button’s Diner. It’s Saturday, so my teacher bestie doesn’t have to work. However, she is currently on a date with her boyfriend Pete. My other bestie Gwenn also has today off from her real estate company, but she’s been in Auburn all day with her husband Rhett, hanging out with Rhett’s friend and former coworker Ricardo.
Guess I’m my own comfort-pie date this time. At least Lucy’s sister Kenzie should be working, which will give me someone to talk to. Though, this being a teeny, tiny town, there’s always someone to talk to. Everyone knows everyone else here. And having grown up in Syracuse Falls, I’ve never felt shy in speaking to those I don’t already know. Some kind of bravery the small-town mindset gives one in being able to strike up a conversation with any unfamiliar person to see if they might be new in town and in need of a friend. That’s exactly how Gwenn and I became besties.
I decide on my super-soft blue leggings and white-and-gray-striped tank top, going for comfort above all else. I have no one to impress at the diner. I can’t even remember the last time I accepted a date with a man or wanted to.
But as I step inside the diner door—complete with a bell that rings when opened—I am immediately thrust into Spence. And I mean that almost literally. He is standing at the “Please Wait to be Seated” sign with Sage van Ingstrom, another paramedic in Syracuse Falls, and just happens to be in the way of the entrance. I was looking down at my phone when I opened the door, and am now mad at myself for not paying better attention.
My hand actually touched Spence’s muscular back. I could feel heat from his body, but yanked my hand away, in fear I’d be tempted to let it linger. I knew it was him before he even turned around, but seeing him eye me like this, taking in the clothes I’ve changed into, has a blush forming on my face that I wish he didn’t see.
“Hey, Lourdes.” Sage greets me with a grin.
Does she know what happened between me and her new partner?
Wait.
Wait a second. They aren’t on a date, are they?
I mean, I know they’re about to start working together as partners, but that doesn’t mean much. Coworkers date all the time. They aren’t in uniform.
Oh no.
It’s a date, isn’t it?
That thought drops my stomach about six inches. My airways tighten and my heart thumps around like it’s about to burst through my chest.
I cannot be here watching Spence date someone else.
I don’t want him back—no, I don’t—and I don’t want him with Pippa, but I really don’t want to see Spence date anyone else either.
I am a complete mess right now.
Can I be brave enough to say it? Can I ask if they are on a date?
Oh gosh.
Nope.
Don’t think I can. Practically choking on the thought, not even the words. And still Spence stands there gazing at me, smiling his perfect smile in my direction. I can’t keep my eyes on him too long. Must look away before he catches me heartbroken—I mean curious—about him dating.
Oh wait. Sage has been seeing some guy from Split Rock. Well, I still have to say something. I just don’t understand why Spence doesn’t look like he’s a terrified animal caught in a trap. He’s super calm. Unlike me.
I avert my eyes, then glance toward but not at him. “Fancy running into your ex.” 
Oh gosh. That was almost traumatic. My body is trembling now, and it’s even harder for me to breathe. I choked on that last word, with good reason. But I plaster a smile on my face anyway and pretend like everything is completely normal right now, despite how clearly obvious it is that it isn’t normal.
“You two dated?” Sage asks. “How did I not know that? I mean, I was away at college when you were in high school.” She turns to Spence, whose eyes are on me. “I didn’t realize she was the girl you settled down with back then.”
“You mean the girl he betrayed?” I reply innocently before Spence can say anything.
He groans and scrubs his face with his hand for a moment. “Can you stop telling people that?”
“I’ll stop when it’s no longer true. So I guess I won’t.”
Sage’s eyes are wide. She faces Spence again. “You cheated on her? You had a relationship and cheated. Is that what I’m hearing?” Her tone is harsh.
Spence doesn’t flinch. He’s already shaking his head. “I never cheated, and Lourdes knows this.” He turns to me. “You know this. I’ve told you a hundred times. Not once did I ever cheat on you. I have been faithful to you for over ten years, even though we were apart.”
At this, I brave making eye contact with him. It hurts. Like really, really hurts. Still, I continue on. “Don’t try to change facts, and stop making shit up. It just adds to the lies.”
“It’s no lie, Lourdes,” he says, his eyes pleading with me. To listen to him? To believe him?
Kenzie rushes up to us just then. “Let me take you to your table,” she tells Sage and Spence. Then she moves her gaze to me.
I wave my hand at her in a quick motion. “No table necessary. I’ll take my pie to go.”
Kenzie nods, knowing exactly what I want. She walks away after grabbing two menus, Sage close behind. But Spence hasn’t moved yet. His blue eyes are on me, his mood dark and brooding. Then he turns and slowly, silently follows the other two.
I can’t get swept up in his storm or buy into his falsehoods. I can’t let his lingering, smoldering looks grab hold of my attention and my heart. It all comes back to the same thing.
I miss him. I love him. And I’ll never forgive him.






  
  Chapter 5
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Spence


“Shit,” I whisper again. 
I heard the call to us over the radio. I knew we were coming here. But damn, it still burns.
Sage pulls the rig up to Lourdes’s mom’s house. Well, Lourdes’s current house now, I guess, since she moved back home from an apartment she had to help with her grandma. I left so soon after high school that I’ve never known her to live anywhere else. Actually being here makes it so much more real. Too real.
“She’s probably not here,” Sage says by way of reply.
A decade ago, I spent Sunday mornings with Lourdes doing whatever we could find to enjoy together, which happened to be a lot. This Sunday morning, I’m at her house for a completely different reason, and I wish it weren’t true. I wish a lot of this weren’t true. But then I snap myself out of this stupor before the trip down memory lane takes over. We have a job to do.
“Listen.” Sage puts a hand on my arm for a second. “Her grandma has dementia. Not sure if you knew.”
I didn’t know. No one told me. This information causes me to suck in a breath. This info also wasn’t included in the call. Lourdes’s mom or whoever called must have been too upset to mention it. That or I spaced out when I heard Lourdes’s address being read out and didn’t hear the rest. Honestly, that’s the most likely. I saw spots when I knew we were going to Lourdes’s house. My heart had gone into overdrive, but my lungs hadn’t wanted to work at all. “How bad is it?”
We don’t have time to go over her full history, but in just a few short sentences, I’m able to better understand the situation. No wonder Lourdes was feeling so protective of her garden yesterday. It’s something she can hold on to as her grandma slips further away. I ruined her day by showing up in the place I know she finds the most peace.
Sage exits the rig. I grab the bag, then step out as well and walk up to the Sandovals’ front door. I haven’t been up these steps in a decade, and that hits me hard. Ten years ago, I practically slept on them. But I can’t think about that. Marjorie waits with the door already open.
“Uncle Sal and the nurse are with her right now,” she tells us.
“How bad of a fall was it?” I ask. I know that her mom is conscious and speaking, and there is no visible wound or blood loss.
“I wish I knew.” Marjorie shakes her head, teary-eyed, then leads us into the house and down the hall.
Sage and I hurry into the living room and over to Mrs. Leggero-Shaye without actually running. She has an ice pack on her head, held by her home-care nurse. Sal is nearby, as is Lourdes. She looks at me with wide eyes. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since I saw her, and now I’m here, during my first shift on top of it.
“I didn’t know you’d be here,” I tell Lourdes, my voice almost thick with emotion. Then I remember my personal life has to be put on the back burner right now. And I have to watch my tone. I can’t let my voice give away how I actually feel.
But her face tells me exactly how she feels. Or at least one emotion. Lourdes’s eyes are on my now-bare face. I absently put a hand up to where my scruff had been. I need to focus, but it won’t be easy with her laser eyes on me. I wanted her to look at me—to see my full face and all my skin—like she is, but not in front of all these other people.
Mrs. Leggero-Shaye eyes me silently and doesn’t answer our questions about what happened and what parts of her body hurt. We then ask the same questions of the other four, relating again to how she fell, if she was unconscious at any time, and so on. It would be more difficult to ascertain the level of injury based on her cognition alone, but not impossible.
We’re told she held her arm close to her and was never down on the floor, stuff I wish the nurse had remembered and added to the call before we got here. I make a mental note to tell Lourdes how unacceptable it is that the nurse was slacking on the job. I’ll even suggest replacing her in order to keep her grandmother safe, though I’m sure that won’t go down well. I don’t have that kind of pull anymore.
Sage and I give Mrs. Leggero-Shaye a physical check, and once everything seems to be satisfactory—she doesn’t have a concussion or broken bones based on what we see and know—Sage turns to Marjorie.
“Spencer,” Lourdes’s grandma says suddenly.
She hasn’t called me that name in ten years. She’s the only one besides Lourdes who ever used my full first name.
We all turn and look at her. Her face is bright and animated. I’m already kneeling on the floor by her, but I lower myself to sit more at her eye level.
“I know you can’t stay away from Lourdes too long. What was it this time? Basketball camp? Or the state championships?” She eyes me with a kind expression, waiting for an answer. We lost the state title my junior year, a few months before Lourdes and I started dating. Never made it there senior year.
Lourdes slowly walks over. “She remembers you,” she whispers, but I don’t think it really was to me.
Her grandmother laughs. “Of course I do, Lourdes. How silly. So it was basketball this time, wasn’t it?”
Well, I did go to college on a basketball scholarship, which means it wouldn’t be a total lie. “Something like that,” I finally say to her with a gentle smile.
She sends me a grin in return. “Oh, I knew it had to be. You’ve never been able to stay away from her too long. This week must have felt like years to both of you.”
Lourdes and I both make sudden, surprised choking sounds. I suppose we both are caught off-guard. Where is this coming from? I can’t help but wonder. What is her reality right now?
“Gam-Gam, Spence has to get back to work now,” Lourdes tells her gently.
Mrs. Leggero-Shaye gives a wave of her hand. “He’ll make time for you, Lor-Lor. He always does.”
Lourdes looks like a glacier inside her just melted. “She hasn’t called me that in years.” This time, her whisper really was to me.
I want to hold her and hug her in celebration of being able to relive it. I also don’t know what to do with the rest of this. Her grandmother clearly thinks we are ten years in the past, and Lourdes and I are still together. I haven’t had much experience with dementia patients, so I don’t really know what to do at this point. I do know Sage suggested just going along with what Lourdes’s grandma says, as that was recently recommended to the family by some expert they consulted.
It breaks my heart that her condition is so bad, they can’t risk telling her the truth anymore.
She turns to me again. “What’s the date this time?”
I can’t hold in my surprise. “What do you mean?”
“Lor-Lor told me that every time you get back home from one of your trips, whether basketball or with your family, you take her on a special date. Last time, you took her rock climbing, which I didn’t approve of, as it’s far too dangerous, even though it is one of her favorite things to do. Good thing you’re both eighteen, and neither Margie nor I can tell you not to go.” She winks at me.
“I can’t believe she remembers that,” I whisper quickly to Lourdes, who is now sitting to my left on the floor in front of her grandmother.
“Neither can I,” she whispers back.
What date did I take her on next? If I get this wrong, Mrs. Leggero-Shaye might remember that, too. I don’t want to upset her.
“I was thinking of taking her to spend the day at Oneida Lake,” I say once the recollection hits me.
She smiles. “You two will have a wonderful time. But no overnights.” She winks again.
I wonder if she remembers when Lourdes and I asked if we could stay up there for the weekend together, alone. We’d been shot down by both families, citing the fact that we were still in high school, even though we were both legally adults. In the end, we snuck a tent anyway, and stayed at the campground from check-in time until guests had to leave. I hadn’t even cared about spending the money for the whole night but not being able to stay. It was worth getting that time with my girlfriend.
Lourdes and I make eye contact. There’s a question burning in me about whether she is remembering all this, too, but I don’t dare ask.
“We should go,” Sage says, breaking the silence. She turns to Lourdes’s mom. “I strongly suggest taking her to get a CT scan just in case and checking in with her team of doctors, but as far as I can tell, she should be fine. There’s no sign of trauma to her body. No reason for us to scare her by taking her in the ambulance.”
I remove my rubber gloves and stand to leave. Lourdes stands as well. I’ve taken a few steps away when Mrs. Leggero-Shaye calls back to me.
“Spencer, you aren’t going to give your girlfriend a hug goodbye? That isn’t like you.”
Lourdes and I glance at each other. I can only guess what my face looks like as I try to hide my true feelings, but I definitely see the fear in hers. The fear and the sadness and the lingering anger.
“He’s working right now, Gam-Gam. It wouldn’t be appropriate.”
“How would it not be appropriate? I’m sure the van Ingstrom girl doesn’t mind, do you, sweetie? I’ve seen you cuddle your Fisher a time or two. Lor-Lor and Spence might not be newlyweds yet, but time will tell.”
“And now she thinks I’m my mom,” Sage whispers.
We all ignore the fact that Lourdes’s grandmother just compared Lourdes and me to newlyweds. She watches us expectantly.
I can’t force Lourdes to hug me. I won’t. Even though I could probably live off the electric sensations of that for the rest of my life. I put my hands up as a show that she can trust me as I close the gap between us. I step just near enough to reach out and rub my right hand on her left arm and . . . yep, there’s that shock I was hoping for. Full-bodied, even though it’s just my hand on her arm. It feels as thrilling as if I’d kissed her. But there’s no way I can think about kissing her right now, or I’ll never make it out of here.
“I’ll see you later, okay?” Then I give Lourdes my best smile. It’s one I don’t have to fake, though she probably thinks that I am.
She stares at me blankly in return.
No reaction at all.
I
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