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For my husband, who is my best friend and my safe place.

I love you.

The next page contains trigger warnings.

Please skip if you wish to avoid any plot spoilers.
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Dear Reader,

Please note that Sunshine & Safety contains the following material that may be triggering for some readers: mentions of death by car accident, past sexual assault (off page but discussed), references to a past emotionally and psychologically abusive relationship, on page panic attack, on page violence and injury, threatening, stalking and harassment from a former partner, an abduction, on page sexual content, and some explicit language.

If you are sensitive to any of these subjects, please use this warning to make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed reading this story.

As always, take care of yourself. Your mental health matters.

Danielle
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Prologue

Rae Whitaker
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Moonlight streaked across the floor of the living room, casting an eerie glow around me as I carefully walked across the room. I made sure to avoid the spots that creaked so I didn't wake him up. I had successfully snuck out of our room before without waking him, and I could do it again this time. However, this time, I did not plan on walking back into this house. I took a few steps and then stopped and listened to his breathing. He was still snoring.

The nightmares, the constant fear of “what if,” led me to this choice, and there is no way in hell I would change my mind this time. I took a few more steps and my breath caught when I did not hear him snoring. I stopped. My heart beat so hard, I was sure the sound of it could almost wake him. Thirty seconds or so passed and he started snoring again. I let out a quiet breath of relief and continued moving to the front door.

I passed by the wall of photos I had hung up, good memories, even great ones, with people who I love, and someone I thought loved me. I shook my head as if that would help erase the thought from my brain and continued to tiptoe to the front door.

I had stashed a duffel bag under the kitchen sink after work, with only a few things in it that I had bought at the store and a few essentials that I figured he would not notice were missing. I then called my mom and asked her if I could come stay with her and dad for a few weeks. She said they were out of town, but I was welcome to stay as long as I needed to. She sounded concerned even though I attempted to sound as cheerful as possible. I did not want to ruin their vacation, or make them come home early, so I figured I would tell them only what was necessary later. No sense in them worrying since I was leaving anyway. I quietly removed the bag from its hiding place and moved swiftly to the front door.

I paused at the door, wondering if I was making the right choice by leaving. It’s not been all bad. Some days were better than others. I turned from the front door to look back towards the living room and kitchen, and memories started to flood my head. The first time we walked in the house, when my best friend brought her kids over for the first time and they took their first steps in the hallway. But just like the good memories, the bad ones came flooding in as well. I shook my head to try and clear the bad memories, then rolled my eyes as I realized how stupid that thought was. I crept back over to grab the photo of my best friend and I, along with one of me and my parents.

I paused again by the front door to quickly put the photos in my duffel bag and turned to open it, but then I froze when I heard movement coming from the direction of the bedroom. Movement followed by him quietly calling out “Rae? You in the kitchen?” I froze, forcing myself to breathe through the fear that welled up inside. At that moment I decided this was the only chance I had, and I flung open the front door and ran out, not caring about any noise I made in the process.

I ran to my car, opened the door, threw my bag in, and hopped in as swiftly as possible. Before I could shut the car door, I heard him calling my name and yelling something indecipherable. Shutting the car door at least muffled his voice. As I went to start the car, a light came on inside the house. My hands were shaking so badly but somehow, I managed to turn the key and bring the engine to life. I quickly backed out of the driveway and as I pulled onto the street he stood on the front porch staring at the car as I drove away. For now at least, I could breathe and was safe.
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Chapter 1
Caleb Walker
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“I'll be right back, Duke. I'm just running to the store to get more apples for the horses.” I patted the soft, fuzzy block-like head of my new best friend. He looked up at me with the saddest puppy dog eyes, begging me to take him with me, like I had been doing most days since I brought him home. However, the weather would probably warm up, and I did not want to leave him in the truck while I went into the grocery store.

“Okay, how about a treat to make it up to you?” I dug into the treat jar by the front door and tossed one to him. Duke walked forward, watching the treat midair. However, he walked a little too far, and it landed on his back, startling him and making him dart across the room to find a place to hide. I laughed as I bent down to pick up the treat and walked it over to Duke, who was now shaking under the kitchen table. As I offered the treat, by hand this time, he investigated it to make sure it would not try and get him again.

“Don’t worry, boy. It won’t get you. I’ll try and remember you aren’t great at fetch yet, too.” I scratched under his chin after he took the treat. I made a mental note to myself to pick up a couple more toys at the store to help him learn to catch, something we had been working on since I brought him home.

The shelter had only given me limited information: “approximately 10 months old, American Staffordshire Terrier. Male.”  Knowing staffies were among the list of breeds most people avoided adopting, and after seeing that this pup was the only staffie there, I had chosen the little underweight pup and named him Duke. Over the last few weeks, Duke had put on weight, come out of his shell, and had shown me he was the silliest, happiest, most loyal pup ever. Unlike what many people thought about the breed, Duke was the most loving and snuggly dog, and also a scaredy-cat.

Before I stood up, I scratched behind Duke’s ears again and gave him a gentle hug, then walked to the front door, reassuring him I would be back soon.

The air outside felt warm but thankfully not sweltering like it would be during the summer months. Stepping off the porch, I saw my neighbor Jenny as she passed by with one of the horses. I had hired Jenny for part-time help around the farm after her home caught fire a few months ago. She needed the extra cash for the home repairs, and I needed the help once my brother had moved. It was the best decision I had made in a long time considering not only that it helped a dear friend, but I did not have to admit to someone I barely knew I was struggling to do everything by myself while working full-time at the sheriff’s office. Jenny had been my neighbor since we were in grade school together, and unlike most of our friends, she went to a local college.

As I raised my hand to wave at Jenny to say good morning, Luke walked out of the barn with another horse. Just like always, Jenny’s focus shifted the moment Luke appeared.  I laughed to myself as I hopped in my truck, wondering when either of them would realize they were in love with each other and not just best friends. I started the engine of my truck and began driving away from the house, looking in the rear-view mirror and seeing Luke help Jenny into the saddle. He had been helping rebuild her house for only the cost of materials and came over to spend time with her any day she worked on the farm. Seeing them together, despite them not admitting they loved each other, reminded me of...

No. I can’t think of that right now.
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“Gosh, the town is busy today,” I whispered while I peered through the windshield. I should have known it would be bustling as people were getting ready for Memorial Day events and get-togethers, but I had put off this trip long enough.

I walked into the grocery store and grabbed the last basket available. It would not hold much, but thankfully I did not need much more than apples, carrots, and dog toys.

I picked up the needed things and decided to buy blueberries for Duke to see if he liked them, so I walked back to the produce aisle. As I rounded the corner, I spotted a familiar face up ahead that made me stop dead in my tracks, someone I had not seen or even spoken to for several years: Rae Whitaker. She was the one I had a crush on from the moment I met her, and I considered her to be the one that got away. We had stayed in touch as best as possible after she had left for college but drifted apart in her last year. She had been coming home during spring and summer breaks, but to my knowledge, she did not come home during that last year. I had not seen her or even heard from her since. It had been roughly five years since I had last seen her, and somehow, she was more beautiful than back then, if that was even possible.

I watched her at the opposite end of the aisle, debating if I should go say hi. We had been best friends with Jenny and Luke in high school, but I did not know why we stopped talking. I did not want to make her feel uncomfortable if she did not want to talk to me.

Gosh, she was breathtakingly beautiful, her long light auburn hair that looked redder in the sunlight, her gorgeous green eyes, her curves that drove me wild.

She turned from the shelf to put something in her basket and glanced at her phone. While she still had not seen me, I could see her face better, and noticed a touch of sadness in her eyes. She pushed the bridge of her glasses farther up her nose as they slipped down a bit. Her body language did not seem the same as the confident and vibrant Rae I had been friends with all those years ago.

She reached back to the shelf to pick up another item when glass shattered somewhere across the store. I saw her flinch and freeze before slowly looking around, checking her surroundings. She seemed spooked but took a couple deep breaths and then reached back to the shelf to grab another item. Her hands seemed to be shaking a bit. Her movements and that reaction reminded me of things I had seen many times in my line of work.

She still had not seen me, but if something was bothering her, maybe seeing an old friend would help. I started to walk in her direction at the same time she began walking towards me, steadying her hands on the handle of the cart. She had a faraway look in her eyes. I started to open my mouth to say hi when a kid ran out from another aisle and plowed into her legs, making her lose her balance. I moved as fast as possible and caught her before she hit the ground. She covered her face with her hands for a brief moment, but then slowly moved them away as the kid who knocked her over said, “Sorry, lady!”

“Oh my gosh! Thank you for catching me. I'm so sorry. I wasn't paying attention to—wait.” She looked up at my face and stared for a brief moment before standing up completely. She looked at me with her beautiful green eyes that I remembered—the ones with brown and gold flecks in them that made her eyes shine in the sunlight. “Caleb? Caleb Walker?”

“Hi, Rae.”
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Chapter 2

Rae
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Coming to the store was so far not a horrible idea. With my parents out of town, I needed to get some perishables that they did not have. It was nice to be back in town. It had not changed too much since I had last visited.

My phone buzzed in my purse and when I opened it, I saw a text from Ethan begging me to come home. This wasn’t the first text like this that I had received since leaving. I should just block his number, but...

Something crashed and glass shattered somewhere behind me, and I jumped. Shoot, he found me and he’s angry, I thought as I stood there, frozen. It felt like an eternity before I heard a mom tell her kid to be more careful and apologize to the employee. I tried to settle my nerves. Taking a few deep breaths, while glancing behind me, I realized I was safe. So why were my hands still shaking so much?

I need to just keep moving. I need the rest of my groceries and then I can go home. Taking a couple more deep breaths, I moved towards the other end of the aisle which was stocked with produce.

Suddenly, something slammed against the backs of my legs, causing me to lose my balance and start to fall. Strong arms caught and wrapped around me, but I was so scared I felt like I couldn’t see anything. Oh no, this cannot be happening, I thought, covering my face, as if that would keep me safe if he found me.

“Sorry, lady!” a little voice said, and I realized a child had run into me, not Ethan coming after me. I slowly uncovered my face and looked up at the man who caught me. Realizing that it was also not Ethan, I stood up as fast as possible and apologized, feeling so deeply embarrassed when...

Caleb. I’d know those deep blue eyes anywhere.

“Hi, Rae.” The deep rumble of his voice carried a smile, rich and warm enough to settle my nerves in an instant.

He looked the same as he did in high school—those piercing blue eyes that I used to get lost in, that smile, his bald head because he started shaving it as a teen, and his beloved cowboy hat he always wore because his dad gave it to him. But he looked bigger than I remember. He was always muscular in high school, but now...Wow. He had a couple of tattoos on his arms now. My eyes wandered and I noticed he’d also grown his beard out since I last saw him. His deep red beard was now peppered with gray, somehow making him look more handsome than I found him the last time we had seen each other.

I quickly realized I had not replied to him yet and felt my face flush. “Hi, um...Thanks for helping me out there.” I gave him a small smile, trying to hide my embarrassment.

Chancing a glance back up at him, he flashed me the smile that made me feel like putty. “Anytime. I didn't know you were coming back to town. Last time I spoke with your parents, your mom said they were going out of town on vacation.”

“Oh, um. Yeah, I wanted to get out of the city for a bit and figured I'd come stay here while they're out.”

“That makes sense. How long are you in town for? We could meet up for coffee or dinner, or you could come to the farm and I can cook for you—catch up, talk about ‘the good old days.’” His laugh was like whisky laced with sunlight—smooth, bright, and it made my unsteady heart beat hard in my chest.

“Yeah, that sounds nice. I'd like that. I'm not sure how long I'm in town for, to be honest.”

“Oh, well, maybe if you're in town long enough, you and I could meet up more than once.” He gave me that smile again. Back in the day, I was a dorky teen, though, and now, I felt broken. No one in their right mind would want to be with me.

“Yeah, that would be great.” I tried to sound as upbeat as possible. However, I didn’t know if I was convincing enough. My nerves were still shot since the glass broke.

Caleb pulled his phone out of his pocket and passed it to me. “Here, type your number in if you want.” I did and passed the phone back to him. “I’ll text you so you have my...” He looked at it for a brief moment. He must have seen the sun icon next to my name. He smiled at me. “You remembered.”

For a brief moment, it felt like “the good old days.” He had called me Sunshine from the day he met me. He’d said my name being “Rae” fit because my personality was like a ray of sunshine, and I always brightened his days. If I only felt now how I used to feel. 

“I did, Ranger,” I smiled back at him.

At the end of the aisle, a tall male resembling Ethan passed by, and a wave of anxiety went through me. My legs started shaking and soon my hands were as well. The world around me felt like it was closing in on me, and I knew I had to get out of here, to safety. 

“Hey, Rae, you okay?” Caleb said, and it sounded like he was miles away despite standing next to me.  “I, um, I have to go.”

“You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost.” Caleb sounded so concerned.

“S-something like that. It was good to see you.” I abandoned my cart and briskly walked out the door before I collapsed or embarrassed myself more. As soon as I was in my car, I locked the doors and started the engine, the keys jingling in my shaking hands. In my rearview mirror was the man I’d seen inside the store, not Ethan. He looked like him but thank goodness it wasn't him. 

I thankfully never gave Ethan my hometown nor parents’ address. He just knew I grew up in Missouri and my last name which was not the same last name as my parents’ or my mom’s maiden name. My biological father had not been in the picture since my fifth birthday, but they’d chosen to give me his last name on my birth certificate, and when my mom remarried, we just never changed it. Thankfully.

My mom’s new husband was my dad, even if we were not blood related. I had wanted to change my last name to his for years, but I just never thought about it when I had time, and now I am thankful I hadn’t yet. While Ethan could do some research and find information eventually, I was hoping he would just stop caring at some point.

I took a few deep breaths and pulled out of the parking lot. Grocery shopping would have to wait, but at least I felt safe. 
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Chapter 3

Rae
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My phone buzzed and a text notification popped up. Clicking on the notification, I saw a message from Caleb.

Caleb: You didn't have time to finish shopping so I bought what you had in your cart, added a few things, and dropped it off. It's in a cooler bag, so it should be good for a few minutes. Seemed like something was wrong. Hope everything is okay. If you need anything, call me. Anytime.

This man is still watching out for me after all these years. I smiled as I stood up from the couch where I’d found myself after coming home from the store. I had needed a bit to wind down after my nerves were wound so tight.

I opened the front door and looked around but didn't see anyone around. I brought the groceries inside and began putting them away. Caleb had added a lot more to the cart than I’d had in my basket when I left. Things I’d had on my list as well. Did I leave it behind? I walked over to my purse and found my shopping list crumpled inside.

In awe of how he knew a part of what I’d needed, I resumed putting the groceries away. In the last bag were my favorite mint cookies and my favorite tea that you can only buy from the corner store. I smiled at how sweet this gesture was. He went out of his way to buy my favorite things for me, but what was even sweeter than that, he remembered—after almost five years.

I perched on the couch with my phone in hand and texted Caleb.

Me: I got the groceries. That was so kind of you, I'll pay you back, if you let me know how much it was. I couldn't find the receipt. Also, how did you know the extra things I needed when you didn't have the list - and my favorite cookies and tea? You remembered.

I tapped the “send button” and almost immediately the little bubbles popped up, meaning he was replying. A small smile crossed my face as his reply appeared on the screen.

Caleb: No need for paying me back, unless you let me take you to coffee. I'll accept that as payment, if you want. Oh, and the cookies and tea, you're not one to forget, Sunshine.

That text sent a tingling feeling throughout my entire body. I read the last line again. 

“You're not one to forget.”

I smiled again as I replied.

Me: Okay, Ranger. Deal. Coffee sounds nice. 

I set my phone down, still smiling at the thought of going to coffee with him. The feeling caught me off guard. Happiness. It felt foreign, like something that couldn’t possibly last, yet it was here, plain as day.
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Chapter 4

Caleb
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“She remembered, you guys. She remembered what I called her in high school, and she put it as part of her contact in my phone. Sunshine.” I sat across from Jenny and Luke at dinner a few short hours later and told them who I’d run into at the store.

“I knew you liked her!” Jenny hit the table. “You denied it all those years ago, but I knew it!”

“I did, back then, but according to her parents, she's now got a boyfriend. Plus, so far, she's only visiting.” A wave of disappointment overcame me as I thought about the reality of reconnecting with her. “We lost touch for a long time, and I bet you when she goes home, it will be the same. She won't contact anyone.”

“Okay, I have a question. If her nickname is Sunshine, shouldn’t yours be Rain Cloud? Because you're being super negative about possibly reconnecting with her.” Luke finally joined in the conversation, giving me a half grin.

I let out a half-hearted chuckle as I ran my hand down my face. He may have been joking, but he was also right. I missed her all those years she was gone.

“Sorry, guys. I really hope this time is different. We all used to be really close, but she was really special to me, and when she moved—”

“You missed her because you love her,” Jenny teased me, but she wasn’t wrong. “Oh, and Luke, ‘Rae,’ like ‘ray of sunshine.’ Caleb also thought she lit up his life, like sunshine brightens a day.” Her teasing tone made me laugh and I started to open my mouth to say something, but she continued, her voice with an extra edge of teasing to it. “And Ranger is her nickname for him because his dad gave him that cowboy hat on his eighteenth birthday and he never takes it off, unless he has to.” She shot me a grin, knowing that Luke remembered my nickname, but now was her chance to tease me.

“Oh that’s right! Sorry, it’s been years.” Luke gave Jenny a sly look, picking up on her teasing. “Also, Caleb, this might be your chance, man. I mean, she was the one that got away, after all.” Luke glanced at me and then looked at Jenny as he gave a goofy grin.

I laughed. “Shut up.” But they were not wrong. I fell for her all those years ago, and running into her today reignited those feelings. Feelings I hoped would be easy to push away this time when she left.
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Chapter 5

Rae
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Caleb had called me to plan a time to have coffee together, and we chose to meet up after his next rotation at work. It had been five days since we’d seen each other at the grocery store. Today was the day.

I paced the living room while waiting for the time he said he'd arrive. I stopped and looked at the clock—five minutes left—then resumed pacing and trying to talk myself down from the ledge my anxiety put me on.

“I've known about this for four days now, so why am I freaking out about it? Caleb has always been good to me,” I began to ramble to myself while spiraling. “What if I make a fool out of myself though and need to leave immediately, but he's the one driving? Should I drive? Should I call and cancel? No, that would be even worse. It will be fine. If anything happens, I can just tell him I'm sick or something and he can bring me home.”

A knock at the door made me jump. Caleb. I opened the door, and he stood in front of me dressed in a pair of blue jeans that were not tight but somehow hugged him in all the right places and a black shirt that made the muscles in his arms look downright sinful. His boots and favorite cowboy hat tied his look together. This trip to get coffee together would be interesting. I'd have to make sure I didn't stare at him the entire time.

“Hey, Sunshine,” he said as he flashed me the biggest smile—the one that made my knees weak in high school and apparently still had that effect on me.

I smiled back at him and then realized what he had in his hands. “Oh my gosh, you didn't have to bring me flowers!”

“Well, I know how much you love flowers, but while these are from me, this one is not.” He passed me the bouquet he brought, then a mysterious single white rose with a ribbon around the stem.

“Oh. That's weird. I wonder who left that. I didn't hear anyone on the porch.” I had a weird feeling about it but pushed the thought away. There was no way he could have found me that fast, right? Plus, if he had found me, why would he not have made his presence known? No, he hadn’t found me, I was—

“Maybe we should get you security cameras.” Caleb’s voice interrupted my thoughts, and I was so thankful for it, yet he sounded like he was trying to laugh off the worry in his voice.

“Yeah, we can do that. I'll ask my parents about it. It would probably be a good idea for them to have it anyway.” I wanted to quickly change the subject because if he was worried, then I would worry more. “Ready to go?”

“I've been ready for the last five years, at a minimum.” He flashed me a grin that sent goosebumps all over my body and opened the door.

We were silent on the drive to the coffee shop, the kind of easy quiet between two people who had known each other for years, but it was more than that. When Ethan had cut me off from most of my friends and family, it probably left Caleb with a bunch of questions.

When we first got to the coffee shop, I reached for the truck door but Caleb put his hand on my arm. “Hold on. Don't move.” He got out, put his cowboy hat on and walked around to my side of the truck.

“Such a gentleman. Thank you.” I flashed him a nervous smile as he held out his hand to help me out of the truck. As I moved so the truck door could be closed, he placed a gentle hand on the small of my back, causing me to slightly tense up. It’s Caleb. It’s Caleb. He is safe. 

Caleb opened his mouth to say something but quickly closed it. I couldn’t help but wonder if he picked up on my nerves. If he did, he hadn’t said anything yet, and for that, I was thankful.

Caleb walked beside me but made sure he was two steps ahead of me when we got to the door.  He opened the door to the coffee shop and gave me a smile as he motioned for me to walk in first. He asked me to order first, and I ordered something that felt familiar, a hot vanilla latte with oat milk. He insisted on paying for my coffee and us getting breakfast as well. He recommended an egg white breakfast sandwich and asked them to remove the cheese from mine.

I gave him a confused look, but he smiled warmly in return. “How did you—” I stopped mid-sentence when his smile widened, causing a sudden feeling of butterflies in my stomach.

“Your groceries were all dairy free, and you got oat milk in your latte just now.” He winked at me as they gave him the table number, and he pointed at an open table by the window. That wink. I gave him a smile as we walked to the table.

“This spot okay? I figured you would like the view.”

I nodded and he set the table number down. Before I had time to move at all, he pulled out my chair for me and waited for me to get settled, before sitting across from me. I sat in the chair and adjusted my purse in my lap, focusing on the little number card on the table. I wished my heart would calm down, even just a little. 

Caleb was just being Caleb. The guy who I grew up with and had carried my books in the hall just because he could. He was the one who always made sure I made it to my car safely or would walk me to my door. He'd done this back when we first became friends. This wasn't new, but somehow, it felt different.

Ethan was the reason these simple moments with Caleb felt different. I knew that, so why could I not shake the negative thoughts?

“You okay?” Caleb interrupted my thoughts, obviously picking up on my nervousness. His voice was warm, not judgmental or annoyed. Instantly, my face felt hot. I had to be a deep shade of red now, so I did not look directly at him for a few seconds.

“Mhm. Yeah, I'm fine.” I nodded quickly. 

He looked towards the counter to see if our order was ready. He didn't push the conversation, just offered a smile. I followed his gaze, but my mind was wrapped up in the thoughts of everything Caleb had done so far—the flowers, the doors, the chair, and paying for the food.

It was thoughtful and sweet, but it scared me. 

Ethan was kind at first, too. Over time, he changed. He had used kindness like bait. Even though I knew Caleb was not anything like my ex—not even a little bit—my heart hadn't picked up the message yet. My brain hadn't settled. 

The second the coffee cup hit the table, I wrapped my nervous, cold hands around it, trying to steady myself. I realized I had been twirling the strap of my bag around my fingers. The coffee somewhat solved both of those problems.

Caleb looked at me again, then smiled—calm, patient, not even a hint of frustration in his eyes about my silence.

I knew I had to say something, or he may think I didn't want to be here. “Thank you for inviting me to coffee today. I know it's just coffee, but..”

“It's not just anything,” he said simply. His eyes were soft and his voice kind. He reached out and touched his fingertips to the back of my hand. I subconsciously flinched. Caleb pulled his hand back and just looked at me with that same steady, patient look in his eyes. “I - I’m sorry.”
“No, don’t be. I’m sorry I startled you.”
I started to say something but couldn't find the words. Instead, I gave a small smile and took a sip of coffee while the quiet settled between us again.

As if he knew something was bothering me, he leaned back, giving me room to breathe. I let myself breathe. Just for now. Just for a moment. 
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Chapter 6

Caleb
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I was sitting across from the most beautiful woman in the world. The way her cheeks tinged pink when she got embarrassed, the shine her hair had when the sunlight shone through the window, even the small smile she gave me after I winked at her. Something was different now, though, from the last time we saw each other. Something changed in her that made her seem to hesitate trusting me. She was jumpy and didn’t seem like she could relax. I wanted her to be comfortable with me again, even if our friendship couldn’t pick up where we left off five years ago.

“So, what's your favorite thing about where you live?” I tried breaking the tension with the first question that popped into my mind.

“What?” Rae snapped out of whatever daze she was in. Something was definitely different with her, and while I didn't want to pry, I wanted to know what had changed.

“Do you have a favorite thing about where you live? Is there somewhere you like to eat? People you like?”

“Oh. Umm...” She bit her lip as she thought about her answer. “This may sound silly, but it was this little bagel shop. It was run by a family, and they had every type of bagel you could imagine. They made sandwiches, smoothies—it was a pretty popular place people would hang out after class or some weekend mornings.”

“Oh, nice. I bet you didn't have a small business coffee shop like this one, though.”

“Oh no, not at all. There were coffee shops, sure, but nothing like this one. The coffee from here will never be beat.” She was right. This shop had been around since we were in middle school, and the coffee here was the best around.

“So is your boyfriend coming to visit while you're staying here?” As soon as I asked the question, I regretted it. Rae had just taken a sip of coffee and started to choke.

“Oh my gosh, are you okay, Rae?” I pushed back my chair and knelt beside her, placing my hand on her arm.

She gave me a thumbs up and then held a finger up as if she was saying “yes, just a minute.”

“Sorry about that. Umm...Let's not talk about him, if you don’t mind.” She grabbed her coffee cup again and began to pick at the cardboard sleeve around it. I nodded and gave her an apologetic smile. “What about you? What are you doing for work now? I know you said we could meet up after your next rotation but didn't give details.” Her words tumbled out almost too fast, as if she was nervous.

I thought about what she said, “Let’s not talk about him.” Maybe they broke up and that's why she was here. 

I then realized I still had not answered her question. “So, I work for the Oak River Sheriff’s Office now. Been there a couple years. Some of the work is scary or sad, but most of it is really fun—cool stuff.”

“That's really neat. I didn't realize you wanted to be an officer.”

“I didn't really know until four years ago when my parents died. My brother and I were in the back of the car, on the way back from dinner with our parents, when the accident happened. The first officer at the scene was there for us. He waited at my window and talked to us until the firemen could get my parents out. The paramedics were trying to help save my parents.”

I let out a shaky breath. Talking about my parents was easier now, but the accident...that would probably never get easier. “More officers arrived, and none of them let us see anything after we were pulled from the car. Somehow, we were unharmed. They distracted us by talking about school stuff—what we were learning, just normal stuff. Obviously, we were really worried, but they tried to keep us focused. My dad’s best friend was the captain still, and he was there as soon as he heard about the accident. I found out later that one of the officers heard the paramedic say something about my dad not having a pulse for a bit...”

My voice came out sounding like I had swallowed gravel. I took a sip of my coffee and cleared my throat, chancing a look at Rae. Her eyes were glossed over, and she was fighting off tears. I hadn’t meant to tell the whole story right now, but something about talking to her just made the words flow. I cleared my throat again before continuing.

“Then they stayed with us at the hospital as we waited to hear if my parents made it. Cap and one of the other officers stayed with us at the hospital, even well after we were told my parents had not made it. After we finished up at the hospital, they drove us home. They both stayed with us while we called Jenny's family to come be with us. At some point, Cap went out and bought food for us for the next few days in case we would be hungry. I was twenty-three, so I could be my brother’s guardian until he turned eighteen a few months later, but they still didn't want to just leave us high and dry. I was going to school full time and working part time, but I needed to find a full-time job as fast as possible to pay the bills. After my parents’ services, I talked to Cap about becoming an officer. The way he and the other officers helped my brother and I on the worst day of our lives...it meant something to me. He pulled some strings to get me started in the jail as a corrections officer, and then...” I cleared my throat again. “Then he paid for my academy tuition.”

I heard her sniffle. Gosh, I had made her cry, but Rae deserved to know. She used to spend so much time at the farm with me, and my parents had treated her like she was their daughter. She had loved them, and the feeling had been mutual. However, that day still burned badly for me so I was hoping for a change in topic.

I chanced a glance up again and she had tears threatening to fall. “Oh, Caleb, I'm so sorry about your loss. I did not know how to bring it up since...I wasn't able to text you since I, umm, lost your number. You know I loved your parents so much. If I had been able to, I would have been there for you.  I am really sorry, though. And for not being able to reach out.” Hesitation shone in her eyes but she reached her hand out. I took it in mine and gave her a small smile.

“Nah, don't mention it.” My voice sounded slightly choked up still, so I cleared my throat again. Her fingers felt cold and her hand was shaking slightly. Was she nervous? I gave her hand a gentle squeeze, and she looked at our hands briefly before nervously pulling hers from mine. She looked embarrassed so in order to not keep focus on it, I continued talking. “Honestly, I wasn't in the greatest head space at that time, so I ignored a lot of calls and texts for a bit. Your parents were pretty great, too, though. Jenny's family and yours. They all helped out with taking care of the farm until I could manage it better.”

“Jenny from down the road?” I picked up a slight sense of jealousy in her voice, and it made me smile. Rae, Jenny, Luke, and I had all been best friends from day one of freshman year, but there was not a day I was not teased about the possibility of Rae wanting to be more than friends. I wanted that, but I did not think she did. While we were all really close—inseparable even—Jenny and Luke were closest to each other, and Rae and I had a special bond of our own. Before leaving for college, Rae had admitted to me that she was sad she was the only one moving. I had applied to the same school, but unlike her, I didn’t get accepted.

“Yup. That Jenny. I told her and Luke I ran into you at the grocery store the other day. They would love to see you, if you wanted to meet up with them.” This conversation was a welcome relief from the conversation about my parents.

She nodded and smiled. “I would love to see them. Did they ever get together?” 

I immediately began to laugh. “No, they still won’t admit to themselves or each other that they are in love. We all know it, but they still don’t see it. Jenny’s parents decided
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