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For Megan, who is the closest thing to a sister I have. Thank you for your unwavering support, for your TikToks, for always having a witty remark, for your Pride & Prejudice Instagram messages, for your kindness. I am so proud and thankful to be your friend, to have you in my life and to know you’re “Aunt Megan” to my son.

May 5Pack always be victorious at trivia.

I love you, girl.
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CHAPTER ONE



JESSA
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One Year Ago

One. Two. Three.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

Four. Five. Six. Seven.

“Stop it!”

Eight. Nine. Ten.

“I said to fucking STOP!”

“Please, Jessa, sweetie, you need to stop that! Don’t make this any worse!” Mama cried out, her shrill voice rising above my counting and Kyle’s vile words.

I focused on the yellow lines painted on the wall, some glossy, some matte, and pretended I was seven again. That my big brother, Conner, had me wrapped in his arms as we sat in the playroom listening to Mama and Dad yell at each other, words like divorce and separation and crazy bitch flying through the air like daggers. That Conner was clutching me tighter each time I flinched and telling me to take deep breaths and count.

But Conner was gone, this wasn’t the house I grew up in, and Mama and Dad stopped arguing long ago. Thank God Mama still had a hankering for that tacky wall pattern, which turned redder with every hit. If she didn’t, I would’ve had nothing to hold on to.

Don’t make this any worse. Mama never cared about me as much as she cared about herself—no, for Mama, worse was getting him in trouble. Then she would no longer get the sex she always prattled on about or feel like she was my age again or get to pretend she was normal, when we all knew she was just a fifty-something-year-old woman clinging to a toxic relationship instead of facing her problems.

I wasn’t sure what either one of them saw in the other at first. Kyle was only ten years older than me and something like twenty years younger than Mama. They met at a doctor’s office. They were both on medicine for psychiatric issues and they both had a habit of going off that medicine. Toxic attracts toxic. Kyle liked Mama because she let him use and abuse her. Mama liked Kyle because he used and abused her and was rich. It was a sick cycle, and I couldn’t escape it. If my brother and his wife knew just how bad it was, they would’ve moved me in with them long ago.

Eleven. Twelve.

Kyle stalked in front of me, his eyes as dark and as hot as the devil’s, and blocked my view of the wall. “You need to shut up before you make me do something,” he spit out, the vein in his jaw ticking. The I might regret didn’t need to be said. It’d be a lie and he wouldn’t waste his breath. The only way he’d ever regret hurting me was if someone found out. Because then he’d have to suffer for his sins—the future he’d built (and his daddy’s coattails that he’d so vigorously ridden) would disappear.

He clenched his fist, blood coating his hands. My blood. Mama’s. I wished it was his. There was no comparing him to the devil. He was the devil. His khaki pants crinkled as he drew his leg back once more and delivered a swift kick to my stomach.

Something cracked. Tears started falling from my eyes, and the pain surging through every part of my body became unbearable.

“Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen.”

He turned away and brought the barrel of the gun up to the side of his head as if to scratch it. Let his finger slip. Let him shoot himself. “Why won’t she stop?” he yelled at Mama. “She’s only bringing this on herself! I wouldn’t be hitting her if she would just act like she’s supposed to! But no, she can’t keep her mouth shut and stay out of my business. You make her stop, Claudia.” He pointed the gun at my mother, a shaking finger on the trigger. A time bomb. “You make her stop, now.”

“SIXTEEN, SEVEN—seventeen,” I forced out, trying to get Kyle to focus on me again. Conner couldn’t lose a sister and a mama. Not when he was finally happy. He deserved that more than anyone.

“Goddamn it, Jessa, what part of—”

He whirled around, face as glaringly red as those walls, and I squeezed my eyes shut just as I heard a loud bang.

As I drifted off into nowhere, all I could think was finally. Then the voice I hadn’t allowed myself to listen to, the one true sanctuary I’d ever known, whispered my name. I heard his soft words. For the rest of my life, I’ll love you. In whatever universe exists after this one, I’ll love you. Everything I am is yours.
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Present Day

Fifteen. Sixteen. Seventeen.

My brother and sister-in-law, Erin, think I only count when I’m having a panic attack. They don’t know that I’ve just gotten good at hiding it. Sometimes even moments as calm and quiet as playing Life on family game night can trigger me.

When life seems safe, I expect a barrage of chaos and fear.

Conner raises his eyebrows at me. “You gonna spin, Jessa?”

Erin shifts and moves my niece, Olivia, from one arm to the next. Lately, whenever I start to show any sort of negative emotion—even if I’m just the slightest bit moody—Erin shoves Liv into my arms. I think she assumes that I won’t go off the rails if I have a toddler in my arms.

I can hear Mama’s words from the last time I visited her. She’d leaned forward onto her frail arms, judgment in her eyes. As if she had the right to judge me. “No one’s ever going to want you,” she told me. “Your own mama don’t want you.” Since that visit, Conner hasn’t invited me to see her anymore. And he only goes every two weeks to get updates from her psychiatrists, not to visit her.

Well, this is sad. I raise my arms and motion for Erin to hand me my sleepy niece. Maybe they’re right. Maybe Olivia does keep me from going off the deep end. She says something indecipherable and leans into me. I carefully position her on my good thigh, wincing from the shift in weight.

“Hello there, Livy.” I grimace through the pain and kiss her cheek. Erin audibly sighs with relief. I know they have reason to be afraid when I go into panic mode. I can’t even begin to count the nights Conner has slept in my bed since I moved in with them, or the house visits from my therapist. I know that with proper medical care, it’s all supposed to stop. When is what I’d like to know. I’m not sure how much longer I can go before I wear out my welcome.

My brother and Erin are closer to saint status than anyone I know. Anyone else would’ve hesitated to take me in, given my trauma. They also didn’t think twice before moving when it became clear that Orchard Valley was triggering for me. We moved to Collette because my brother’s best friend, Cain, lives here. Conner and Erin even bought the house next door to Cain and his fiancée.

They’ve also done little things for me, like taping a piece of paper containing all the important numbers to the refrigerator. Our lawyer’s. My doctors’. The ER’s. My detective’s. Even 911 is written on it. I don’t think they get it, though. When the bad comes, it comes like a tsunami, without warning. After it hits you, there’s no getting up to call for help. You’re stranded and stuck and scared. Watching the waves drag everything out to sea.

I lean forward and spin the dial. Playing a game feels so. . . insignificant. I can’t explain it. I know just how amazing and wonderful and awe-inspiring life can be, as well as how terrible and terrifying and spiteful. I’ve been on both sides but never in the middle. Never just living. I don’t know how to handle these mundane moments.

“Looks like you get yourself a tile,” Conner says. He pulls one out and squints down at it. “I’m pretty sure we’re not even playing the game right.”

Erin takes the tile from him and slides it to me. “There is no right way to play this game, that’s the point. Don’t go getting all philosophical on me, it doesn’t match those pretty arms of yours.”

Conner grunts. “Just want me for my body, that’s all.”

I see the fire light up in Erin’s eyes. Must. Extinguish. Now. I throw my hands over my niece’s ears—not that she’s anywhere near old enough to understand what they’re saying. “You’ll burn mine and your daughter’s ears talking about that stuff. We do not need a reenactment of how the two of you procreated.”

Conner gives me a strange look. I guess they’ve forgotten I can joke. I sigh and stack my tiles with the other ones.

Erin rolls her eyes. Bless her for never blinking an eye at my crazy brokenness. “We aren’t going to give you a reenactment.” She spins the dial with a wry smile. “I’m just saying, your brother is definitely packing in all of the right areas, especially the pants.”

“Erin!” Conner scolds, embarrassed.

“Oh, like she doesn’t hear us,” she answers. And oh god, if that isn’t the truth. I have earplugs specifically because of them.

I look down at Liv. “Someone might be getting a little brother or sister soon.”

A groan from my brother. “Or not. I don’t think we’re ready for another one yet.”

Translation: He’s already got one kid and a sister to take care of. He doesn’t need anything more on his plate.

I hand back Olivia and stand up. “I think I’ll go take a shower.”

“We just started,” Erin says, her smile fading. She immediately inches toward my brother, whose mood is crumbling too. I wish my past didn’t have to affect their future. All I want is for my brother to be happy again. He’s spent too much of his life worrying about everyone else but himself.

#
[image: image]


“Jessa!”

I cower against the door, eyes fastened on the blowing shower curtain. He’s here. Oh my god, he’s here. He’s going to finish what he started. He’s going to kill me this time. He’s not going to let me get away. If I have to see those eyes—those furious, evil, black eyes—oh god, I know I won’t survive this time.

The pounding persists behind me. Oh god, oh god, oh god. I close my hands over my ears and sob. I hope he kills me this time. I don’t know if I can survive another day of this, let alone the rest of my life. Everywhere I go, he’s there, lurking in the shadows. He’s the terror and dread weighing down my chest.

I just want to be free of him.

What did I do to deserve him?

The pounding is replaced by a crash as the bathroom door is kicked in. I can’t tear my gaze off the shower. Why doesn’t he just come out already? He was always good at waiting for the right moment though. I remembered the bruises on Mama’s arms that were only present when she had long sleeves to cover them. How his eyes seemed to follow me when no one was looking. How his smile turned sinister whenever he’d get me alone. How he’d treat me like an object, not a woman, when no one else was around.

“Jessa? What’s wrong?” Conner asks, throwing his arms around me. He pulls me up against his chest and presses his lips against my forehead. “What happened?”

“He’s. . . he’s. . .” I sob.

He starts rocking me, shaking his head. “He’s not here. Kyle’s not here, Jessa.”

I shake my head, hot tears rolling down my cheeks. He’s here. I know he is. He has to be. I heard him. I can see him. He’s in the shadows like always. He’s always with me—watching me. I can feel him.

“Honey, he’s not here,” Erin reiterates softly behind me.

No, he has to be. I choke on another sob and all the air leaves me. He’s there. Why don’t they believe me? Why can’t they see him? Don’t they know he’ll come back to finish the job? They must know. There’s evil in that man and evil doesn’t die. It can’t be stopped. Cell bars or death or restraining orders—nothing can stop him. He’ll always be with me. Forever.

“Breathe, Jessa. Come on, please breathe with me.” My brother’s hold on me tightens and he starts shaking. His hug isn’t comforting. It’s an anchor, keeping me here, where living depends on how much you’re willing to suffer. “What do I do? I don’t—what do I do?” he asks Erin desperately, voice wavering as his own tears start to fall.

Erin pushes past us and further into the bathroom. Toward him. No! “Erin, no! He’s. . .”

Erin draws the curtain back, a desperate look in her eyes—fear, exhaustion, frustration, and devastation.

There’s no one there. He’s gone. He somehow disappeared. Again. Where will he be next? Oh god, he could be anywhere. How many more times will I have to go through this?

Conner presses another kiss on my head. “He’s not here, see? You’re safe, Jessa.”

Erin leans over the edge of the tub and straightens back up with the shower caddy in her hand. “It just fell, honey. He’s not here. It was just the caddy.”

“No, I swear—”

“It’s not him. Kyle committed suicide, remember?” Conner whispers. He brushes the hair away from my face and presses his palm against my cheek. He turns my face toward his. “Look at me,” he commands when I resist. “I love you. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, okay? I will kill anyone who tries to hurt you. You will never fear of your life again. I promise.”

Promises don’t mean anything. I’ve learned that many times over. My whole life has been a string of wasted promises. They’re just words—broken, hollow words. Believing them only makes life worse.

Olivia starts crying in her room down the hall. Erin gives me one final pleading look and goes to calm down her daughter. I must be such a huge headache for them. I’ve kept them up so many nights, for things just like this. And every time—every time—my poor brother gets this broken look in his eyes. Like this is his fault, not mine. He shouldn’t have to atone for my mistakes.

I wish I had another option. But I can’t be on my own. I need someone to prove to me that Kyle isn’t here. Not in person, at least.

Conner reaches for the towel lying on the floor beside us. He places it over me, giving me a wary smile. “Are you trying to scar me for life, Jessa? Could’ve gone my whole life without seeing my little sister naked.”

I sniffle, and an embarrassed giggle slips through my sobs. “Sorry, Connie.”

He shakes his head. “There’s that pretty smile of yours.”

I shift and secure the towel around me. The door is broken near the lock and splinters of wood are poking into Conner’s back. “The door? I—”

Conner shrugs. “Don’t worry about it, kiddo.” He lays his forehead against the side of my head and lets out a long sigh. “The only thing you need to focus on is getting better. Life will get better.”
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CHAPTER TWO



BEAU
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“You gonna get a real drink or what?” asks one of my fellow Farrah Leigh crew members.

I circle the rim of my glass with my finger. “Nah, Jim.”

The man next to him, Pablo, drops his jaw. “You insane Sampson? Damn near been working on that boat for a lifetime. You deserve a drink. We all do.”

“It’s not even noon,” I point out. “And I’m good.”

“That makes one of us. Guess you ain’t got any problems to drink away. On the boat all we do is work, barely sleep. Then we get off and go home to our broken families. You hear Finkey on the pay phone back there? His girl’s been sleeping with his brother. Pablo here just found out his basement flooded. And me, my seventeen-year-old daughter just got knocked up by some quarterback at her high school. When we get off that boat, life starts, and damn if it don’t drive us to become alcoholics.”

I roll my eyes and lean back on the barstool, crossing my arms over my chest. “Everyone’s got problems. It isn’t normal if life isn’t shit. That’s the way I see it, I just don’t wanna whine about it.”

Pablo swears and takes another drink. “Same rules here as on the boat. Don’t poke Sampson. He isn’t too nice.”

All I do is grunt. I’ve never been much for talking, something that really pissed off my father, an Ivy League grad with degrees in communication and political science. The way I talked, all redneck and illiterate—his words, not mine—seemed to piss him off even more, so it became a habit of mine. The old man and I had the kind of friction that starts fires and wars. My brothers were lucky enough to inherit the honor of being more like him and could actually coexist with the man. I can’t remember a time when they weren’t the obvious favorites.

Unlike them, I couldn’t be bought, controlled, or broken by him. I was the one who never cried or complained or bent backward to obey him. What I did was fight back, rebel, and eventually break free. But as my dear old dad always reminded me, I’m a screwup. I even managed to screw up breaking free of him, because I wasn’t able to take the one thing that mattered with me.

I shake my head as I pull out my notepad and pen from the duffle at my feet. When you’re a kid who spends hours on end hiding in the closets to escape your dad’s wrath, you need something to ground you. For me, it was always my imagination. I might not be good with spoken words, but in my head? On paper? They’re loud and alive and there. They’ll outlast any bruise or problem.

But more than that, it’s my only way to connect with her. To draw her from my head. Put her on paper to convince myself she really existed. Remind myself that I once held her in my arms, kissed her lips, told her how much I loved her. Remember that she wasn’t just something I created to distract myself from my problems with my father. To let myself see that it wasn’t all bad—that most of it was good. She was good. Most of all, it keeps me from running back to her.

“There he goes writin’ again,” Jim slurs. “Always writin’. Wish I knew what, then I might buy it someday.”

I finish scribbling out the rest of my thoughts and turn my head to glare at him. “Go back to your drinking, Jim.”

Every man’s got a vice. Jim here drinks. Pablo relies on one-night stands to keep him sane. Another guy on the boat immediately hunted down a dealer. Darkness is all around us, waiting to shroud us—control us. Letting life turn dark is easy. Making it light, though, takes work. And when you’ve seen too much of that darkness, you tend to lose sight of anything good. Forget about the light. See the world as a giant, black abyss between two ends of nothingness. Once, I got to touch the light—feel how warm and soft it is, how when you wrap your arms around it, you’re light too, and whole and perfect.

Except I grabbed on too tight and damn near snuffed it out. And every day since, it’s been a fight not to run back to her, my worst vice. Drugs, sex, alcohol, violence—none of it compares to the love a good woman you don’t deserve.

My phone vibrates and a text from Pritch pops up on the screen.

In parking lot. Get your ass out here pronto. Creepy-ass fishermen are giving Veronica the look.

I roll my eyes and shove my phone into my pocket.

“You leaving?” Pablo asks, at the same time Jim asks, “That weird friend of yours here?”

I throw my duffel over my shoulder and stand up, looming over both of them. Thank God this is the last time I’ll ever have to work on a boat. That job was hell on waves. Even Poseidon would be pretty pissed if he was stuck on a tiny boat with four men who went prehistoric on the joint the second they realized bathing wasn’t necessary. But it paid better than my usual bartending gig, and if I want to become a part owner of the bar, I need money. My Uncle Maverick doesn’t take too kindly to freebies, and I suspect the man will outlive God, so inheriting it likely isn’t in my near future. With this last trip and a good month of tips, I’ll be able to make an offer.

I ignore the guys and make my way out of the bar. If I see their ugly mugs again it’ll be a lifetime too soon. Outside, Pritch is sitting on the hood of his ’68 Mustang, Veronica, glaring at a couple of fishermen who are gathered at the edge of the parking lot for a smoke. His white-blond hair is longer than it was when I left, but still shaved on the sides, and he’s added new tattoos to his neck and a piercing to his nose. When he sees me, he drops down off the hood and draws his middle finger up to his forehead to salute me. “Welcome back. Glad to see you haven’t grown a tail and joined a colony of mermaids.”

“Shut the hell up. I just wanna get home.”

He grins as he heads to the driver’s side. “Missed that grumpiness of yours, man. Nothing like seeing you to ruin a good day.” He turns and flips off the fisherman. “Don’t look at my Veronica. You aren’t worth her time. And your staring is ruining her paint job.” He throws a quick glance at me. “Get in before they kill me.”

I chuckle hoarsely and do as he says. We both know I could take on all of them and so could he, but Pritch isn’t the type to get too serious. Never has. When it does happen, you’ve got to watch out. There’s been a few times, some of my scariest moments, when I’ve had to keep him from losing it. Pritch is like a tank of gas next to a fire, always close to blowing himself to shreds, and the world right along with him.

“You know, the rest of the crew thinks we’re together,” I tell him as we pull out of the spot. I don’t bother to buckle up. Pritch may be a loose wire most of the time, but when it comes to driving his Veronica, he doesn’t take any chances—a granny might even get annoyed driving behind him.

Pritch taps his steering wheel. “Way to ruin the reunion, man. You should’ve told them to go back to jerking themselves off to all the pussy I get,” he counters. “And like you’d ever own my ass. I have standards.”

“You’re an idiot,” I grunt and lean into the window. When it comes to my best friend, the world’s a bit of a maze. Hell, life’s always a maze. But with Pritch, you’re bound to get fucking lost the second you meet him. When I moved in with Mav, Pritch already lived above the bar. He owns a tattoo parlor in town. He’s only a year or two older than me, so I wasn’t sure how he could afford to run a small business on his own. After a while, I learned he was funding it with some kind of inheritance.

I wasn’t looking to make friends with him, and if I didn’t see him daily I probably would’ve avoided his crazy ass like the bubonic plague, but here we are. We’re polar opposites, but we both know the bottom floor of screwed up and became brothers because of it.

“New folks in town opened a diner next door. Named it after the pretty girlfriend. A real looker. Nice too. Didn’t even blink when she met me. The boyfriend. . . that one’s a menace. Grumpy—a lot like you, actually. Reckon by the time we get home we’ll be hankering for a meal, so we’ll start our action-packed day there, then off for booze and broads.”

“Booze and broads,” I repeat. We both know I’m never up for either. That’ll be a part of his action-packed day.

“But first bacon,” he says with a shit-eating grin. “We’ll give your uncle a call when we get there. He may want to join us. He’s been itching to talk to you.”

“Probably to bitch at me over something,” I grunt. As fiercely as the Mav refuses to hand over the figurative keys to the castle, he’s always quick to act like the bar’s already in my name and is therefore my problem.

“Don’t know, he seemed more anxious than usual. He didn’t even chew me out when I asked for an extension on rent.”

“Why do we need an extension on rent?” I ask, a warning laced through my words.

He doesn’t even flinch under my glare. “Remember Kelly? Well, Kelly has a cousin, Kaylee, and she came to visit. I threw a bash for her and, in the spirit of threesomes, spent a little more on alcohol than was intended.”

I throw my head against the seat. “You’re sick. Cousins?”

“Oh, I’m sick. I’m an idiot? When was the last time you fucked someone? You think your crew thinks we’re together just because we’re tight? No, my friend, it’s because you never show any interest in the opposite sex.”

“You know why,” I grumble, staring out the window. I tried like hell to get over her—to move on. But every time I got close to another girl, all my interest would wane. It’s never been a matter of me wanting girls, it’s a matter of me wanting the girl. My girl. Since the day I left her, there hasn’t been anyone I’ve come close to loving the way I loved her. I doubt that there will ever be. For me, she was it.

Problem is, the day I fell in love with Jessa Monroe was the day I sentenced her, and myself, to purgatory.
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The diner Pritch was talking about, Maxie’s, is a little too clean-cut and cute for my taste, and at first, I can’t piece together why he’d set foot in there in the first place. Then a pretty little blonde wearing a bright smile appears beside our table, and I see Pritch’s face. There’s no denying he managed to fall in love with the poor girl. Judging from the size of the rock on her hand, it isn’t going to happen in a million years.

“Hello there, gorgeous,” Pritch says with a wink as she walks up to our table.

“Pritchard,” she says, blushing as she reaches into her apron for a pen and her notepad. “Is this the friend you’ve been talking about?”

“Straight through the heart, babe. But I’ll forgive you for not starting out by professing your undying love for me. Next time.” He lets out a sigh and tilts his chair back, waving a hand at me. “Yeah, this here is the famous Beau. You’ll find he’s not nearly as nice to look at as I am and has a bit of a surly attitude, but he’s okay once you get to know him.”

“You’ve mentioned that,” she laughs. She reaches out and touches my shoulder lightly. I go completely rigid, no longer used to the soft touch of a woman. She doesn’t seem to notice, or doesn’t care, and leaves her hand there. “Well, I’m Max and I am very happy to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you. My fiancé and I have a tradition of handing out peach pies to newcomers, so you let me know when you want to cash in on that.”

“Trust me, you want to. Talk about crack,” Pritch adds, flashing Max a toothy grin.

She shakes her head, her blush deepening. “For now, what can I get you to drink?”

“Coffee,” I answer.

“The usual,” Pritch says.

“Alright,” Max smiles. “Be out in a second. We hired a new server and her first shift just started, so she’ll bring those drinks out and take your orders. And Pritchard,” she says, leveling him with a serious look. “No flirting. She’s a good friend and her brother will probably kill you.”

Pritch draws his hand to his heart. “That’s the second blow in a matter of minutes. My heart’s beginning to give. Babe, I only have eyes for you.”

Max points at him like she’s got something witty to say, but drops it. Smart woman. If you egg Pritch on, he’ll never stop. “I’ll be back around to check on you in a few.”

Once she’s out of earshot, I chuckle and pick up the menu. “You have a usual? How often do you come here to see her?”

“Once a day. Breakfast.”

“You wake up in time for breakfast to see her? Man, you’re sunk.”

His fingers tap out an erratic beat against the table. “She’s like something from heaven. All that stands in my way is that fiancé of hers. If waking up and dragging myself over here with a hangover is what it takes to win her heart, then I’ll do it.”

“Have you been sleeping since I left?” I ask casually, flipping to the next page of the menu.

His fingers go still. “Here and there. Between work and the parties and comin’ here, I’m worn out by the time I take a second to relax, you know? Doesn’t give me a lot of time to think.”

“Good,” I reply. Keeping Pritch level is my main job when it comes to our friendship, just like keeping me in line is his. We’d both go running in different directions if it wasn’t for the other—me toward her, and Pritch straight off a cliff.

“Got a big piece I’m working on. Not as big as yours, but I’m going to make a lot of money off it. Pretty damn original too. The guy’s a firefighter—holy shit. Is being beautiful a prerequisite to work here?”

“Huh?”

“The new waitress,” Pritch says.

Before I can turn around to get a look, the girl walks up to our table, holding a tray in shaking hands. No, she doesn’t walk. That’s the first thing I notice. She limps. Then she speaks.

“Good morning, I’m—”

The husky voice slithers inside my chest and squeezes my heart, stopping it cold.

Jessa.

I’ve dreamed about her and tortured myself with memories of her for years because I’ve wanted to keep her with me—to grab hold of her before she disappeared right along with my soul. Her beauty, both inside and out, is almost transcendent—I always wondered how God could put someone so beautiful and kind on the earth when he could also create the most vile and corrupt people. Her long, deep brown hair looks just as soft as ever. My fingers are still itching to run through it. Her eyes are the same indescribable blue, shining bright, showing her every emotion, just as innocent and kind as the first day I let her into my life. And that freckle. . . the one on her chin that she always complained about.. . . I loved that freckle and I made sure to tell her and show her just how much. God. I still love it. Still love her.

Her gaze flickers to mine and all of the love and warmth I’ve been starving for hits me like a concrete wall. As realization dawns on her, her eyes almost pulsate with it. More intense than ever, like that love never ended and grew into something more. Something stronger. Then, just as quickly, it disappears into horror and hatred. . . and fear. She lets out a strangled cry.

Her tray clatters to the ground as she stumbles away from me. Without even thinking, I’m up and holding out my arms to her. Trying to calm her down and shelter her—a habit I evidently have not lost. She flinches away, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Please, no,” she whispers through her sobs.

The doors to the kitchen fly open, followed by two men. I can’t focus on them—not when she’s right in front of me. My Jessa. The love of my life—the girl I never expected to see again after I left her behind. I didn’t want to see her again. But nearly every part of me has needed to return to her, envelop her in my arms and love her, but the smaller part of me—the dominant part—has always refused. It’s kept me in the right state of mind. Keeping her safe is more important.

But I didn’t keep her safe, did I? She’s limping for God’s sake. And as I watch her scramble toward one of the men, I can see how much frailer she looks. Although her curves have gotten even more delicious, there’s something about the way she moves, like a wounded bird. Clutching her stomach, her other arm flung out for balance.

All my life I’ve had a more personal relationship with pain than most people. For me, pain is a part of life. It’s a part of each day, part of hiding and surviving. Pain is everywhere. Verbally, when it slices through you like a sharp blade, cutting deep and jagged. Emotionally, when it’s worn you down to nothing but a shattered, lifeless mass. Physically, when your own body rejects you, leaving you unable to move. Of the three, that one’s the easiest to survive. Your body was made to withstand pain. To heal.

From the beginning of life, pain defines you. How you handle it, how you react to it, how you move on from it—if you move on. Pain is a way for us to separate the strong from the weak, the able from the unable, the successful from the failures. This was instilled in me from the moment my dad first introduced me to his fists and every day since.

But now, I don’t think I’ve really known pain at all. Or at least not this kind of pain. This kind of suffering. Jessa is just as much my weakness as she is my strength. Her pain is infinitely more unbearable than my own.

“What are you doing here?” one of the guys demands as she collapses in his arms. He cups the back of her head with a hand, his furious eyes set on mine. “Are you here to hurt her?”

I freeze. Hurt her? I’ve always thought I would, but never intentionally. I would never come here to shatter the one thing I love most in this world.

“Answer him,” the other guy warns, eyes just as bright with anger. Max flies out of the back room and immediately throws herself at him, practically jumping on his back and whispering into his ear. He barely even seems to notice her.

“He lives here. Has since before any of you moved to Collette. He’s been out of town until now and works at my bar. Been aimin’ to take the place off my hands,” a deep, authoritative voice announces. My Uncle Maverick walks up beside me, calm in the chaos and looking like some sort of aged country thug, with his beard long and gruff and gray, a hat perched on his head, and wearing a pair of well-used jeans. His bright green eyes land on mine and he offers me a nod hello.

“You know him?” the one holding Jessa, who I now recognize as her older brother Conner, asks.

“He’s my blood. Nephew.”

“Nephew?” Conner yells. “You didn’t think the fact that you’re related to him wouldn’t matter?”

“Oh, it matters, alright. But I’m not from that side and Beau here is good people. He’s better than his brother. They might look alike, but the similarities end there.  We can’t judge a person’s character based on someone else’s decisions.”  He places a hand on my shoulder. “Now, I do apologize, Miss Jessa. I had hoped you wouldn’t know Beau or recognize him, but I guess I was being naive. You lived in a small town. I also didn’t realize you started working here. We’ll steer clear of this place from now on. We don’t aim to cause you trouble or pain—just realize this is our home too.”

I don’t know what he’s talking about, but all I can really focus on is Jessa. Real and in front of me. The distance between us is too much—it needs to be closed. I start to reach for her again and Uncle Mav yanks me toward the door. Pritch follows behind, firing off questions.

When we’re safely outside, he places his other hand on my shoulder and gets in my face. “Now, we’re gonna go inside the bar and I’ll explain. But you cannot do anything stupid, you hear me? Nothing. The last thing we need is more cops.”

He doesn’t give me time to respond before he drags me into the bar like some sort of lifeless mannequin. He motions for me to take a seat, but I pace the empty bar instead, unable to bear knowing she’s just on the other side of the wall.

“That’s her? Jessa?” Pritch asks before anyone can say anything. He slumps down into one of the chairs.

I give him a stiff nod.

“You already know her?” my uncle asks.

Another nod.

“How well?”

I narrow my eyes, unable to string any words together. Luckily Pritch knows everything and answers for me. “Pretty well. She’s the one that got away. She’s why he left Orchard Valley and she’s also the one he’s been pining for all these years. He loves her.”

“Ah, well, didn’t see that coming,” my uncle answers, taking off his hat and rubbing at his temples. “Not good at all.”

“No,” Pritch agrees. “But that was more than a chick mad about being left behind. What’s going on?”

Uncle Mav walks back to the bar. He retrieves one of the best bottles on the shelf, then a glass. “Get over here first. You’ll want a drink.”

“Don’t like alcohol, Mav. You know that,” I mutter.

“No, you don’t like what alcohol did to your daddy, but you aren’t like your daddy. Your daddy isn’t capable of loving another human being. That young girl over there is proof enough that you are.”

I grind my teeth, my mouth like cotton. “Tell me what happened. Now.”

“Fine then. Don’t blame me when you wish you’d had one.” He lifts the glass and drinks it down in one fell swoop. He wipes his lips with his forearm then slumps into one of the stools behind the bar, meant for slow times. “Did you know your girl’s mama was crazy?”

“She isn’t crazy. Well, she is, but it isn’t that simple. She’s got mood swings and—not depression, but something else. Like she’ll go from Mother of the Year to an absentee mama in a minute, tops. There were countless times she’d disappear and leave Jessa home alone or, worse, she’d bring home random men to stay with them.”

“What a wonderful woman,” Mav mumbles. “Those types aren’t worth your time. Fun in the high, scary as a black widow in the low.”

“Get on with it,” I warn.

Pritch hisses. “Yeah man, no going and burning down the state. Beau—’bama’s a real pretty place. You don’t need to tear it in two.”

Mav shakes his head. He hasn’t learned to like or ignore Pritch, even after all these years. “The truth is, kid, your girl’s mama liked them young.”

“Always did,” I admit. “Before she realized we were together she even made a pass at me. A lot of times she’d date these guys and I’d stay over—had a bad feeling about them.”

Mav pales as he draws in a breath and pours another drink. “She started dating Kyle.”

Kyle? “Kyle?”

“As in Beau’s older brother?” Pritch clarifies.

“Yeah.” Mav swallows. “He turned out even worse than your daddy. They must’ve been datin’ for a while. Few years. . .”

“Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter, raking my hand over my head.

I saw the news. It was impossible to miss it. But I didn’t think. . . never thought. . .

Kyle was always like our father. He had a short fuse and a preference for using fists over words, but he was also spoiled. It was a lethal combination. He moved out years before I did because he was attending our father’s alma mater. He was going to go into politics too. I was never sure if it
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