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“Mwuah. Mwuah.”

Giggling at Connor for making exaggerated sounds each time he kissed my face, I hugged him around the waist and laughed when Buddy headbutted Connor’s hip. “You’re making someone jealous.”

Connor scooped up his dog and kissed him. “Mwuah. I love you too, Buddy.”

Yipping back an “I love you,” Buddy licked Connor’s face and then mine.

“Aww, I love you too, Buddy,” I said and kissed his head.

Leaning against me, Connor sighed. “I’m sorry I have to work today.”

“I wish you didn’t either, but it’s okay. Buddy will keep me company.” Picking him up when he butted his head against my hand, I set him on my lap. “Yeah, Buddy, you’re staying with me and my family today. I’m going to have to spend all day making sure no one sneaks you too much people food.”

“I would say if he gets annoying to call me at lunch and I’ll pick him up, but he’s a good dog. Yes, you are, Buddy, you’re a good dog.”

Tail wagging, Buddy barked an affirmative.

Connor checked his phone and groaned. “I have to leave in three minutes.”

Snuggling in, I told him I was glad he’d been here enough times now to know precisely when he needed to leave to get to work on time. “It means we get to spend every possible moment together.”

Making a contented noise, he tightened his arms around me. I was tempted to ask Connor if he’d seen the river of love and floated on it with me like I’d seen in my mind, but it didn’t matter. The way he’d rested beside me with his arms around me told me that this morning had been special for him too. It didn’t matter if we’d seen the same visuals or not; I would treasure the experience forever.

Anytime Fred came over and laid down on the couch with his head in my lap, I knew he’d experienced a deep connection with someone. I’d always been in awe of the peaceful aura that would follow him around for days afterwards, and I was so thankful to have gotten to experience it myself today.

“Everything okay?” Connor asked.

His concern about the tears gathering in my eyes, and the fact that he looked like he would do anything he could to help, had my heart thumping a mile a minute. “They’re happy tears.” I kissed him. “This morning was very special to me.”

Lifting my hands, he brought them to his face and kissed each one in turn. “It was special to me too.”

We rested in each other’s arms until his “You need to go to work now” alarm went off. Giving me and Buddy one last kiss each, he headed to the door to get his shoes on.

“I’ll walk you out,” I said.

Connor shook his head ruefully at me as Buddy started zooming around in excitement. “Now you’ve done it.”

“Well, he needs a walk anyway,” I said and put on my sunglasses. “I could use some fresh air. Come here, Buddy. Let’s get your harness on.” We spent the next minute waiting for him to slow down enough to get it on him.

“I know, I know,” Connor told his “You need to leave for work NOW” alarm and turned it off.

His use of alarms was cute. He knew he might get distracted by kisses—planned for it even.

Giving him a kiss, I picked up Buddy’s leash and followed him down to the lobby. Connor’s hand in mine felt like the perfect end to the morning, making me feel safe, secure, and loved, but we were about to step outside.

Lifting his hand to my mouth, I kissed it before letting go. “I’m sorry, but after finding out how Harper’s parents reacted to Anthony telling them he’s asexual, I don’t want to risk anyone who knows Harper’s family seeing us hold hands. Not until she’s ready to tell them.”

Connor’s conflicted look made me wish I’d worded that better. Buddy pulled on the leash, wanting to go outside. “And by that, I mean until it’s safe for her to tell them. I’m sure she already wants to.”

“Yeah,” he said, sorrow lacing the word. He looked as though he wanted to say a hundred different things. A few moments of silence passed before his hand cupped the back of my neck, and he took away my breath with his kiss. “I love you, Milo.”

My eyes watered again. “I know. I love you too. It’s not that I don’t want to be seen with you, I just don’t want any harm to come to Harper.”

Any more harm that was. I still couldn’t believe what Shaun had tried to do to her. Angry as I was about what he’d done and tried to do a few days ago, I was furious that he’d tried the same thing when she was only thirteen. Connor and I exchanged a heavy look as we thought about hard things.

Giving my hand a squeeze, he let it go and opened the door. “You said your dad’s taking the day off work?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was nice spending all day Saturday with him, but we kinda both nodded off a lot. He was exhausted. I’m looking forward to spending today with him. I’ve planned out the perfect feel-good movie marathon to try and help get rid of any intrusive thoughts he’s having, and I’ve set aside time for an after-lunch nap.”

I was surprised when Connor suddenly hugged me tightly but hugged him back.

“I hope you both have a good day.”

Nuzzling him with the tip of my nose, I thanked him for caring about my dad. “And after our nap, there should be an hour when both Ava and Audrey are out. I’m going to spend it hunting down each and every one of the instruments they stole from me.”

Excited, Connor bounced on his heels. “And then I finally get to see everything you play?”

I tapped the tip of his nose. “Not until the summer festival.” Laughing at his lengthy groan, I pulled open the driver’s side door for him. “It’s not that far away. You’ll see me play soon.”

One of Connor’s eyebrows quirked in a sexy way. “What if I order you to play for me tomorrow night?”

Flushing bright red, I took a step back from the pheromones that were oozing from him and felt myself growing hard. “That isn’t fair. I’m working very hard on my piece, and I want to surprise you at the festival.”

He pouted. “Fine.”

“Have a good day at work, hun.”

“I will. Tell your dad I say hi.”

Buddy whimpered at the sight of Connor’s car pulling away. “It’s okay,” I said, crouching down and petting him. “Daddy has to go to work. I’ll keep you company today.” The sky darkened a little from a cloud drifting over the sun. “Let’s get your walk in before it rains.”

Hearing a car slow, I looked up to find my sister. Except it was the wrong sister picking me up.

“Audrey got up early,” Ava said, joining Buddy and me after she parked. “It was scary. She insisted on taking the morning shift at the shop.”

“And she seemed awake?” I asked, more than a little worried about the quality of help Grandad would receive. My two youngest sisters were filling in for me until I recovered, splitting the day between them since neither of them much liked being a cashier.

Ava wiggling her fingers back and forth in the air wasn’t reassuring, but I very much didn’t feel able to go to work today. The walk with Buddy was likely to wipe me out.

“Nice shades,” she said, gesturing to my new sunglasses. “Still sensitive to light?”

“Less today,” I said. “How did Dad seem this morning?”

She shrugged. “He’s been off since you were hurt, but there’s nothing we can do about it. Audrey and I hung out with him after he got off work last night and played his favorite songs to soothe him. I’m not going to lie, he got lost in thought more than once. He’s upset and scared by the violence that happened, but there’s nothing you can do to stop his thoughts from going there, Milo. What happened wasn’t your—or anyone’s—fault.”

The air around her felt charged, and the fury in her eyes told me what she hadn’t said out loud. No one’s fault but a fucker who can’t take no for an answer.

I knew my sister burned with the need to punch this Shaun guy in the face for what he’d done, but he was in jail and out of her reach. “Ava. Please stop blaming yourself for leaving the shop that day.”

A shaky breath sounded, and she hugged me tight. “I was there that day. I meant to stay longer. If I had, I would have been with you.”

Would have protected me was what she meant. She was both the tallest and broadest out of the four of us, and the only one who would be perfectly at home in a barroom brawl. I had no doubt she would have mopped the floor with Shaun’s face.

“I’m the one who made you go home,” I said. “Please stop blaming yourself.”

I heard a car turn into the parking lot. There must be a dog in the window because Buddy yipped excitedly, but I couldn’t look to see because my sister was crushing me in her arms.

“I’ll try. But if a judge doesn’t put that fucker away for a long time, I will find him.”

“Jess and Benjamin are going to do their best to get a long sentence for the guy.” A shudder traveled down my spine at the memory of Shaun looking back at everyone he hurt as the police officers dragged him to their car.

“What’s wrong?” Ava asked. “Are you feeling weak or nauseous?”

“The last one, but not for the reason you think.” This had nothing to do with my injuries. “I wish I hadn’t seen the look on his face when he started sobering up and realized what he did.”

“Milo, a guy who attacks five fucking people in the span of less than two minutes has almost certainly committed violent acts in the past.” Anger simmered in her eyes. She was thinking about the young women Shaun had gone after. “If he didn’t bother learning the consequences of his actions back then, he almost certainly isn’t going to now.”

“One second and we’ll go for a walk, Buddy,” I said as he strained against the leash. He gave me a happy bark. “Ava, I don’t feel bad for that fucker. I’m angry as hell that he looked at Harper as though asking for her forgiveness. How fucking dare he? He’s tried to assault her twice now. He hurt her. Now that the hundred pounds of alcohol he drank is out of his system, I hope he drowns in regret for the rest of his life.”

I would never forgive him. Never. Jessica had cried after she found out about the young girl whose case her boss had taken on. She cried again when she found out the man who tried to hurt the girl had assaulted Harper and several other people, including her brother.

“Jessica’s going to nail that fucker to the wall.” Ava gave my shoulder a tap and pointed behind me. “She’s here for you. Give me Buddy’s leash, I’ll take him for his walk.”

“What?” Turning around, my heart slammed against my ribcage.

Hands clasped together and dressed in full-length pants despite the heat, Harper stood just two feet away. No wonder Buddy had been pulling so hard at his leash. He hadn’t been trying to get me to bring him on his morning walk—he’d wanted to go see Harper.

“Hi,” she said to me and came over to pet Buddy.
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Stupid idiot, I cursed at myself.

Harper had made it very clear she didn’t want me falling for her out of sympathy for what she’d been through. And now she’d just overheard me shouting about the man who hurt her.

If I were honest with myself, I did feel protective of Harper because of what she’d gone through, but my feelings for her had started before she was attacked. I had no way to prove it though, which meant time would be needed before anything could happen. If anything happened.

But that didn’t stop my pulse from kicking up a notch as I watched her kiss Buddy’s head and smile at him. I wanted her to smile at me like that. The fact that she remained crouched and kept petting Buddy and talking to him told me she felt awkward about coming here. I desperately wanted to know why she was here.

Had she hoped to catch Connor before he headed to work, and now she didn’t know what to say to me? But she could have left before I noticed her.

“Hey, Harper,” Ava said and stuck out her hand. “Been a long time. How ya feeling today?”

Accepting the hand up, Harper stood. She met my eyes for a second and looked away. “It’s nice to see you again, Ava. Hard to believe school was so long ago.”

Her cheeks colored when she said my sister’s name, but I had no idea why.

“My face is still a touch sore, but I’m fine otherwise.” Harper gestured to the bruise that marred the right side of her face, but her hand dropped when she took in the sight of mine.

“Yeah, you don’t need to feel guilty about what happened to my brother,” Ava said, always one to be direct. “What that fucker did to other people isn’t your fault.”

“But I took a self-defense class,” Harper said, looking away from both of us. “I should have stopped him before anyone else got hurt.”

The sight of her shrinking in on herself killed me. “Harper, no. Please don’t think like that. I took a course too, and I couldn’t stop him either. He’s a big guy who outweighed both of us.”

“Hmm,” Ava said. “I vaguely remember overhearing people talking about you in middle school. Something about being worried because you hadn’t been to a school club in a long time. Ponytail girl was worried you’d stop going to church next. Is that when you took the self-defense course?”

Harper’s head snapped back in surprise. “Did Jenny actually say that?”

“Jenny, that’s her name. Yeah.”

Ava, did you have to mention that? But hmm, wasn’t Jenny the only one of Harper’s friends that Connor mentioned feeling a little funny about? It wouldn’t surprise me if this was Ava’s way of trying to communicate that maybe Jenny wasn’t a great person to have as a friend.

“Uh, yeah, that’s when I took the class. Shaun coming onto me when I was babysitting for him freaked out my brother. He found me an instructor to teach me how to defend myself.”

Her brother. Why hadn’t her parents done it? My parents had put me in a self-defense class when the bullying started getting bad in school. I’d been too self-conscious to learn much back then, but when I heard Brody was teaching a class, I signed up. Thank god.

My face hurt, but I didn’t touch it. Drawing attention to the dark bruises on my face would only make Harper feel worse.

Ava flexed her jaw and held out her hand for Buddy’s leash. “Harper? Word of advice? You were a child, and an adult approached you for sex. Using terms like ‘he came on to me’ softens what he did to the point that a lot of people can think things along the line of ‘well, he must have just had a moment of weakness’ or ‘maybe his marriage wasn’t going well, and he just needed someone to care about him.’”

Someone thinking like that made me feel sick.

“It makes what he did, if not excusable, then something they can push aside and ignore. Call it what it is. An adult tried to sexually assault a child. That will cement what kind of person he is. That will tell people in no uncertain terms that they should keep their children and loved ones away from him.”

Harper retreated slightly when Ava jabbed a finger at her.

“And it speaks the truth about what you went through. Just because he wasn’t successful doesn’t mean you weren’t a victim. You were still hurt and left wondering why a man you thought was kind tried to do such a terrible thing to you. Your life was affected by him, and that matters.”

Breathing through her nose and looking near tears, Harper nodded. “Thank you.”

“Milo, call me when you’re ready for me to pick you up. Nice seeing you, Harper. Come on, Buddy, let’s go for a walk.”

Upset by Harper’s distress, Buddy didn’t want to leave. He was truly the perfect companion for Connor. Buddy sensed the emotions of those around him and cared about people.

Ava picked him up and patted my shoulder before heading toward the street.

Harper and I looked at each other for several moments. I had no idea what to say.

Shifting on the heels of my feet, I felt something in my pocket. Shit. “Ava,” I called and pitched a roll of doggy bags at her. Seeing the plastic bags unroll as they flew through the air, I plunked my face in my hand. “Stupid curse.”

“You are not cursed,” Harper snapped as Ava started picking up the bags.

Her tone made me jump. “Sorry.”

“That’s not something you should apologize for,” she said. Looking away, she chewed on her lower lip. “Your text said you wouldn’t be able to make it to our next library date because you have rehearsal.”

Shame burned in my cheeks. When people started asking when we should get together this week to rehearse, I had done everything in my power to make sure it was Wednesday night. Not because I didn’t want to see Harper, but because I thought she might not want to see me.

“So, I thought maybe we could have it before work this morning.” Hands clasped together tightly, her voice grew softer with each word until she could barely be heard.

“You have to work today?” I asked, wishing she didn’t. But I was lucky to have family who were willing and able to cover for me at work and a job where they could do that. Not everyone got to take as much time off as they needed when something bad happened. I appreciated my family.

Pushing a lock of hair behind her ear, Harper nodded. “It’s fine. My family’s driving me nuts. It’ll be good to have some time away from them.” She tried to smile but didn’t quite get there.

My family would support you. Hell, Ava had just done her best. In her own style.

Connor had told me a bit about how Harper’s family had been after the attack, and it left me wishing I could have been there for her. At least she had Connor and a few good friends.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go.”

After a quick text to my sister, we were soon in Harper’s car and headed for the library. I hadn’t seen her in two days. Her bruises hadn’t had time to form yet when I last saw her. Now they were dark. It would be another week before they turned yellow and longer still before they faded completely. She looked tired, and there were circles under her eyes.

“Have you been having a hard time sleeping?” I asked.

Her shoulders rose and fell. “What about you?”

I touched the worst of the bruising on my face to try and relieve the ache there. “The first night wasn’t great. Last night was a little better.”

Harper glanced at me. “I’m glad.”

Turning into the library parking lot, she parked but didn’t get out of the car. She brought her hand to the back of her head and ran her fingers against a spot back there. “It stings much less now. I’m hoping my head heals enough to let me sleep on my back tonight. It’s been hard trying to sleep on my side. I keep rolling over and end up waking because my head hurts.”

“I’m a side sleeper, and I’ve been unsuccessfully trying to sleep on my back for the past few nights. I know how you feel.”

Her eyes flicked to the bruising on my face, but just because she was less bruised than me, it didn’t mean her suffering mattered any less. Worried I would spew out something romantic, I grabbed the door latch and got out of the car.

Inside, we were greeted by excited smiles. Shit. Right. I hadn’t been able to get here over the weekend to explain about my relationship. All the employees thought I was courting Harper. But then . . . I’d had a month to explain things to them. I kept delaying because what if Harper and I started dating? Why dash their hopes when there might be the smallest chance?

But now that Harper had made it clear she didn’t want feelings developing between us, I should explain things to the employees, shouldn’t I? I’d want to start with Julie, but I didn’t see her here. Drat.

Debra rushed over and hugged me. “Milo, Julie told us about what happened at the Landing. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were this hurt, or I would have stopped by.”

“That’s alright,” I said as everyone else gathered around us. They were concerned, but I could only imagine how this was making Harper feel. I went as light on details about what happened as I could while mentally willing them to return to their duties. It was nice that they cared, but I’d come back another time to talk about it. Harper didn’t need to hear the story about the assault on her over and over.

“We should pick out books,” Harper blurted out.

Worried she was overwhelmed by all the attention, I shooed the librarians away. Harper practically dove into the stacks. I had no fucking clue what I wanted to read today. She must not know either, because a few minutes passed and neither of us had chosen a book. She’d been in the poetry section for a while now, while I wandered all over the place.

Just pick something. Anything.

But the cozy friendship that had developed between us was gone, and I couldn’t concentrate. Feeling a soft hand slip into mine, my heart started working faster.

Harper tightened her grip on my hand and pulled me toward a different section of the library. “Let’s pick something we read in school,” she said. “Something that stayed with us. Something . . .”

Pulling me into the room where the young adult and children’s books were, she looked around. She seemed lost at first, but then her eyes fell on a row of books, and she perked up.

“Something that made us start broadening our horizons past what the adults in our lives talked about.” Letting go of my hand, she went over to the books.

Staying where I was, I wondered why my hand felt so achingly empty and blinked back tears before Harper could see them. How could I fix things between us? I didn’t expect her to have feelings for me just because I had them for her. Hoped, yes. But I didn’t put expectations on that hope. I did, however, want us to go back to being friends like we’d been becoming. That would be enough. Wouldn’t it?

“This,” Harper said, returning to my side and pressing a book into my hands. Looking excited at her find, she pointed to the rows of young adult books. “You choose one for me.”

I looked down at the book I held. I knew this one. Had read it three times in middle school. A handful of books from this series stood leagues above the rest. “I loved this book.” I had my own copy of it at home, filled with highlighted passages and my thoughts filling the margins.

“I was sure this was a pen name and that the series was written by three different people. Some books really hit differently than others. I was kind of disappointed to find out one guy wrote all of them.” Feeling self-conscious, I rubbed at the back of my head. “I guess I wanted to think there was something special about the person who wrote the best books in the series.”

“Wait. I thought a whole bunch of people wrote these books while working under the same name.”

“I looked it up a few years ago. It’s one guy.”

“Huh. Which one was your favorite?”

Going over to the shelf, I scanned the titles. “This one.”

Taking it from me, Harper turned it over to read the back. “Oh, I loved this one too. Let’s get these.”

She seemed to be in much better spirits now, and my own mood improved just from seeing her happy. Heading to the desk, I couldn’t help but notice a woman give me a wide berth when she saw my face.

“He saved me from a man who attacked me at work,” Harper snapped at the woman.

The angry snarl in her voice did things for my lower body that I probably shouldn’t be enjoying. Sticking my hand in my pocket, I nudged my dick to a less conspicuous spot while pleading with it to go back to sleep.

The woman cast her gaze over me again, with more empathy this time. “Thanks for looking out for her.”

Nodding, I headed for the desk.
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“I’m sorry she saw your face and assumed you were a troublemaker,” Harper said as we stood in line to check out our books.

My hand moved to touch my bruises before I could stop it. “I haven’t had my face bruised since school. I didn’t consider that it might make people think things like that now that I’m an adult. Maybe I should ask my sisters if they have any makeup to cover it when I go back to work. I don’t want people feeling uncomfortable around me at Grandad’s shop, it might cost him sales.”

My heart went into overdrive when Harper threw her arms around me. “Thank you. For coming to my rescue.”

Hugging her back, I waved for the person behind us to go ahead. By the time our hug ended, we were both teary-eyed. Heck, the librarian scanning our books looked emotional.

Peering into the study room, I was glad to find it empty. We could sit at our usual booth.

My heartbeat had just gone back to normal when Harper took my hand between both of hers.

“Can we read somewhere different today?” she asked in a small voice.

“Anywhere you like.”

Keeping hold of my hand, she led me back into the children’s room. What did it mean that she kept taking my hand? Please tell me I’m not blushing.

Letting go of me, she pointed shyly to the book nook by the window. Outside, the clouds were swallowing the sun, and a light patter of rain started. The loss of sunlight somehow made the space feel even more comforting.

“My parents . . .” Turning her head, she made a face. “They’re not big readers aside from the bible. I was jealous of Mary as a kid. Her parents brought her to the library all the time, and she would tell me about story hour.”

I’m about to get angry, aren’t I?

“Mary’s family offered to bring me more than once, but somehow we always had family things going on that day, and I couldn’t go.” Her lips thinned. “On the rare occasion that I got my parents to bring me to the library, it was a ‘get in and get out’ kind of thing. They didn’t understand why I might like to read in the library instead of at home. Didn’t consider it might be nice to be around other people who enjoyed books.”

Her wistful smile squeezed my heart.

“Mary used to bring me books at school.” She laughed and held up the book I’d picked out for her. “My parents never found out. She introduced me to this series. Mary loves books. When she went to the bookstore one day and found a boy buying his weight in books, she called me to say she’d found her future husband. She slapped a ring on him so fast.”

“I’m glad she found her person,” I said. “She and I used to talk about books sometimes when we were at club meetings.”

“When I became a teen, I could come here on my bicycle, but then . . .” She looked at the reading nook. “I felt like I was too big for the kids’ area.”

So she’d never once set foot in the area I had spent who knows how many hours in during my childhood. Taking her hand and praying I was reading the situation correctly, I led her toward the comfy daybed that was big enough to seat two parents and their children or hold a half dozen kids.

It took everything in me not to trail my thumb along Harper’s hand during those few short steps.

Letting go of her, I collected the strewn pillows and put them against the backrest. “After you.” Climbing on after Harper, I looked out the bay window. It wasn’t the greatest view. You could see the intersection of the two busiest streets in town and a few neighboring buildings. But while small, the two trees Julie had planted years ago were starting to grow into what she wanted. The leaves shone with the droplets of rain they’d collected.

Harper smiled at a squirrel running up one of the trees at Mach five speed. “Buddy would be trying to climb the tree to get at him.”

“He would. He really doesn’t like squirrels.”

“He doesn’t,” she said with a chuckle. “Connor said there’s a squirrel living in their backyard that taunts Buddy by knocking on the window.”

“Yeah, he mentioned it to me the other day. Little rascal’s showing off that he can go outside whenever he wants.” I carefully aligned myself at the edge of the bed to give Harper space.

Harper’s head swayed back and forth in a sassy way. “Well, that mean ole squirrel isn’t allowed inside where all the belly rubs happen.” Cheeks turning pink, she tapped the space between us.

My heart wasn’t going to get any rest today. I didn’t know what to tell its confused thumps as I slid myself a touch closer to Harper. Once again, I didn’t know what to say, and silence stretched out between us. Outside, the rain continued falling softly, showering plants with the water they needed.

Eventually, I managed to stammer out something about Connor’s cooking.

“He’s a good cook,” Harper agreed. She pulled the book I held out of my hands. “Let’s read this one.”

Wait. What does she mean by that?

Opening the book, she turned the pages until she reached chapter one. “I think we read at about the same pace, so just turn the page when you naturally would,” she said and handed me the book.

Now I was even more lost. What is happening?

Harper slid toward me, closing the distance between us. I had no idea what to think when she lifted my arm. I really didn’t know what to think when she settled it over her shoulders. And my mind emptied of thought when she. Rested. Her. Head. On. My. Chest.

There was no way Harper couldn’t hear my heart galloping away, but she didn’t say anything. Eyes firmly on the book, she adjusted her position to get more comfortable while I tried to remember how to breathe.

Okay, brain, you need to work now. I know this is unknown territory and that neither you or I have a clue what this means, but we can either sit here analyzing it to death, or we can choose to be here for her.

Just start fricken reading, I begged my brain when it continued flashing an “error 404” message in my head. I forced myself to take a deep breath, then started reading. I had no idea what this all meant, but whatever it was, I wanted it.

Thanking the rain when it started falling harder and covered the sound of my erratic breathing, I turned the page. At the sound of a gasp, I looked up to find Debra staring at Harper and me cuddled in the book nook.

Flashing me a big grin, she ran into the main room of the library, where she would no doubt tell everyone what she’d seen. I didn’t know what to do about that, so I kept reading.

Every few paragraphs, my eyes would drift down to look at Harper, and I would have to force my attention back to the book. Her hair was curled the way it often was. Was it because she wanted to curl it, or had she felt obligated to with her family around so much these past days?

“I like him,” Harper murmured and touched a character’s name.

“Me too,” I said, and somehow the silence between us became comfortable.

We’d read a half dozen pages when I heard Harper’s breaths even out. More of her weight rested against me as she relaxed. Two pages later, I went to tell her how this scene had opened a whole new world of possibilities to me as a teen, but when I looked down, I found her asleep.

She hadn’t been sleeping well because of her injuries. Hoping it wasn’t because of nightmares, I watched her sleep for a bit. She seemed to be resting well, untroubled by dreams. What did it mean that she felt safe enough to sleep next to me?

Listening to the rain fall, I let my thoughts drift and stroked Harper’s hair as I let her sleep.
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Harper.
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“Mmn?”

“I’m so sorry to wake you, but you need to head to work soon,” Milo said.

Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I found it moist. Blinking to clear my eyes, the first thing I saw was an embarrassingly wet spot on Milo’s shoulder. Oh god, I drooled on him! And what the hell was I doing? Dragging him to the kids’ corner and all but making him read me a story. Then lying beside him and falling asleep on him? Why? Why was I like this?

And his face. He truly looked like he hated to wake me up and would have preferred letting me rest longer. His arm probably ached from me lying on him, and yet, I had the feeling that if I didn’t have to go to work, he would have let me sleep on him forever.

I yanked open my purse to fetch a tissue. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He looked at me for a long moment. There was no judgment in his eyes. “Were you able to get some rest?”

“Yes.” Steam must be rising from my cheeks from how hard I blushed. Seriously. What the hell had I been doing? “Thank you.”

“I’m glad.”

Another long look happened. It was as though he was trying to see if I was okay. Feeling my heart beating in my throat, I moved closer to the window to give myself breathing space. I didn’t know what to say.

“The sun’s coming out,” Milo said.

Sunlight shone on his curls a moment later and put sparkles in his eyes. Books always went on about blue eyes, or green, or hazel. Brown being the most common eye color in the world didn’t mean brown eyes weren’t beautiful. Milo, he had this way of being easy to be around. If only I could stop being an awkward lump of a human being around him.

“Pretty.”

The temperature in my face rose to scalding. Several moments passed before I realized he was looking out the window, not at me. The sky, I told my brain. The sky is pretty. That’s what he said. Wasn’t it?

Turning around, I saw the rain had stopped, and rays of sunlight were breaking through the dissipating clouds. The sky looked beautiful. Hugging my knees to my chest, I admired the streaks of light.

“My great-grandmother passed away when I was quite young,” I said. “I only have hazy memories of her.” I pointed to the sky. “When I was little, I used to think that when light shone through clouds like this, it meant people in heaven were looking down on us to make sure their loved ones were doing okay.”

The bed creaked as Milo shifted, and my heart stilled when his hands linked together over my shoulder. A moment later, his chin came to rest on them, and his cheek brushed mine.

“Maybe your great-grandmother’s checking to see how you’re doing after what happened,” he said, looking at the beams of light that shone from heaven all the way to earth.

A wave of emotion wet my lashes. I was more touched than Milo could possibly know. He wasn’t religious, but he was respectful that I was.

Looking up at the sky, I told my great-grandmother that things weren’t great, but I would be okay.

“Thank you for your texts the other day,” I said.

I’d received two texts from Milo on Saturday. I wouldn’t have blamed him for not messaging me at all after the way I treated him in the hospital, yet he’d sent one carefully worded text Saturday morning, asking how I was doing. And in the afternoon, he sent me a picture that let me know he’d been reading the book I brought him during one of our library dates.

I still flipped back and forth about how I felt about handing him that book. Wasn’t it rude of me to give him a book about my religion and ask him to read it? But he had sent me a picture of two paragraphs that were around the middle of the book, if I recalled correctly. And a text about how he felt when he read them. It had been nice to see that the words had resonated with him the same way they had me.

Would he think it was weird if I told him I’d come back to the library to check out the book I’d seen him reading about the wetlands and the plight of the birds who lived in them? Or would he like knowing?

“I’m glad you shared the book with me,” Milo said. “It’s very thought-provoking.”

His chin dipped, putting pressure on the hands he had resting on my shoulder.

I was hyper-aware of where each of his fingers lay. Tingles ran down my arm when his thumb brushed along my shoulder, tracing a line just above the cut on it. He touched me so softly. Far softer than my parents or grandmother had when they looked the wound over.

I didn’t know what it meant for him to be pressed up against me and resting his head on my shoulder, but when he pulled away, I found myself wishing he hadn’t.

“Can I ask how he cut you?” Milo asked.

The cut wasn’t big. Just wide enough to have made blood run a few inches down my arm. “Shaun’s nails were chewed all to hell. When he grabbed me, a torn nail dug into my skin and ripped into me when I shoved him away.”

Anger flashed in Milo’s eyes. “The broken nails are a sign that he’s been having anxiety since attacking that poor girl in the woods. I’m glad. He doesn’t deserve to rest well at night.”

“He doesn’t,” I agreed. I was so, so thankful she’d managed to get away.

“I’m sorry he cut you.”

When he wrapped me in a hug, I had to fight not to cry.

Hearing children come into the room, I felt I should give them their space back and picked up my purse. “Thank you for giving me this experience. I always wanted to read a book in the story hour corner.”

“You’re welcome.”

Heading to the door, I told him what Mary and I spent yesterday evening doing after my mom went home. “Mary and I did some digging around. It really was Shaun’s grandmother’s eighty-fifth birthday. I don’t think he was in town to look for me. He seemed genuinely surprised to see me in the store.”

“Can I ask about the look that just crossed your face?” Milo asked.

“He was surprised but . . . happy to see me,” I amended as a shiver ran through me.

Milo took my hand and squeezed it. “I’m so very sorry that he came into your life again.”

“Thank you. He’s been in town for at least a while. He assaulted that girl a few weeks ago, and he had to have been here a long enough time to make her feel safe enough to go for a walk in the woods with him. He doesn’t post on social media a lot, but Mary and I checked out his mother’s account. We think he’s been here two months, or so. I don’t think he has a place here, that’s why he took her for a walk in the forest. I’m unsure if he’s living in town again and just hasn’t found a place of his own, or if it’s an extended trip. His grandfather’s health isn’t great, his family may have called him home in case he passes.”

“With any luck, his new address will be prison,” Milo said.

Fire burned in his eyes, and my heart started thumping in my throat again. Passing through the door when he held it open for me, I had no idea what to say.

“Would you . . .”

Looking back when Milo spoke, I found him standing by the door, looking unsure of himself.

“Like me to walk you to work?” Cheeks coloring, he pointed to the Landing, which was only a stone’s throw away.

I shook my head. He’d already done more than enough for me. “I’ll be okay, but thank you. Do you want a drive home?”

“You’re a bit late to work. Thank you for the offer, but my sister can pick me up.”

A long moment of silence passed before he wished me a good day at work.

“You too,” I said. “Uh, a good day in general, I mean.”

He smiled. “I know what you meant. Thank you for reminding me about this series. Fred and I were enthralled by some of the books in it.”

“When they’re good, they’re so good,” I said.

Feeling awkward about leaving him here, I waved before getting into my car and rushing to work.

The burst of hot air that escaped the door when I opened it tasted stale. Stepping inside, I swore the temperature rose ten degrees. “Why did I wear pants today?” Flicking on the light, I stopped in my tracks.

Tears burned in my eyes. Broken glass and china littered the floor. This wasn’t heat that had built up overnight—this was heat built up from the entire weekend.

How long I stood there staring at the broken items, I wasn’t sure. Fear thrummed in my veins as I remembered the terrible noise the plates made when they smashed on the floor after I shoved Shaun into the display I’d carefully created. Not one of the pretty farmhouse plates had survived.

Near the door were more broken plates and glass from when Shaun caught me a moment before I could break free and dragged me back in. I’d been going to run to the General Store for help. Because Milo’s workplace was the safest place on the Landing. Not because it was one of the only two stores on the Landing that had men working there, but because Milo would be at the General Store. And Milo meant safety.

So why the fuck had I treated him the way I had at the hospital?

Tears trailing down my face, I went to the counter to pick up the sheet of paper I saw there.

Harper, my best guess on the number of broken items is—

Tears blurred my vision.

I’ve already sent photos and the video of what happened to the insurance company. You can go ahead and clean up. Try not to cut yourself. I left a box of bandages just in case. Hope you’re feeling better.

The page crumpled in my hand. My boss wanted me to clean up after the man who’d attacked me. Dropping my purse to the floor, I sobbed.

A knock sounding at the door sent fear coursing through my veins, and I backed away from it.

“Harper,” Michaela called through the door. “Are you okay?”

Relief made me waver on my feet. I didn’t even know why I’d been scared it was Shaun at the door. He was still in jail. But as I crossed the room to let Michaela in, I had a sobering thought. This is how Connor feels all the time.

When we started dating, I knew something was bothering him when he went still. I thought it was memories at first—and it was—but it was more than that. He’d been trying to keep himself from looking behind him.

Connor knew that Tiffany had no idea where he was, but he still went through frequent bouts of panic that made him feel like she was just out of sight. He hadn’t wanted to weird me out by looking over his shoulder all the time. But he wouldn’t have. I just wanted him to feel safe. To be safe.

Anger flooded me at the thought of Tiffany ever coming across Connor the way Shaun had me. I would never let her touch him again.

Crossing the room, I threw open the door to let in the woman who had promised me she would kill Tiffany if she ever harmed Connor again.

Michaela wrapped her arms around me. “What’s wrong?”

I tried to answer, but my voice locked in my throat. I cried instead.

“What the everloving fuck.” Michaela stared at the array of broken items.

“I guess he couldn’t get anyone in to cover my shifts over the weekend,” I said as a fresh flood of tears ran down my face.

“Can I come in?” a woman asked.

“Come in and close the door behind you,” Michaela said, tightening her arms around me. “You are not cleaning this up, Harper.”

“What the fuck?” The woman looked to be in her mid-thirties. Hair pulled back tightly in a high ponytail, she glared at the broken plates as though they personally offended her. A little taller than me, she was the width of a twig but carried herself like she was twice her size.

The woman stormed past me and uncrumpled the letter my boss had left. “Fucking fucker. Michaela, read this.”

Letting me go, Michaela took the letter. After reading it, she took in the box of bandages and the garbage bags that lay on the counter. “He left you fucking dollar store Band-aids?”

My shoulders came up in a shrug.

The woman marched behind the counter and grabbed the broom. “I’ll start sweeping up. Harper, ask the restaurant for empty buckets to junk this stuff into. It’ll shred the garbage bags. If they don’t have any buckets, ask the maintenance guy.”

Yeah, the Landing had gotten cheap on maintenance since I used to work here. There used to be two full-time and a part-timer on the maintenance crew. Now there was a single part-time worker. He was nice but wouldn’t be here on a Monday.

“Thank you, but it’s not your responsibility,” I said, reaching for the broom.

The woman yanked it away. “It shouldn’t be yours either.”

“This is my friend Joline,” Michaela said.

I had been starting to wonder if this was another friend from her previous home, but her naming this person told me it must be someone local.

Joline and I shook hands, but she held the broom out of my reach.

“Just call me Jo. Try and take this broom again, and I’ll deck you.”

“She’s not joking, Harper. Come on. Let’s see if we can find a bucket.”
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