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            STATEMENT ABOUT THE RETURN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Return is a novel that emerged from the original novella titled Teach Me in the Summer of Secrets series, which I wrote back in 2019. The series was a collaborative effort with two author friends who wrote the stories of the other two sisters. The series has been unpublished, but I didn't want Sloan and Sofie's story to remain hidden on my computer.

      To breathe new life into their story, I expanded the original novella, doubling its size to create a full-length novel. Throughout this process, I made specific changes to names, either altering spellings or completely replacing them.

      Additionally, I'm thrilled to share that Cynthia A. Rodriguez, the author of Lucie's story, has also taken the opportunity to expand her narrative in the series. Her new version, titled "Eloise's Guide to Sleeping with the Enemy," promises to captivate readers like Lucie's story did before.

      As for Katie's story, it has not yet been expanded, but should that change, I will be sure to share the author's exciting new contribution.

      I sincerely hope readers will embrace and adore this new rendition of Sofie and Sloan's journey in The Return. Their love story has been given a chance to shine brightly and captivate hearts again.

      I appreciate your support, and I hope you enjoy The Return.
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        Just thought you should know... Sofie Belle is back in town. I spotted her at the bookstore.
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      The first time I see the man who sings me to sleep each night, everything stills inside me. Everything I felt earlier that day washes away. Everything I felt deep inside because of my return to Cherry River is gone. 

      I am still as his eyes meet mine. And those blue-grey eyes build a pyre right there in the center of my classroom.

      Becoming a school counselor was never in my master plan for life. I always wanted to teach English or write novels.

      But my mother had worked in the school system before the demands of the family bookstore. And when she passed, I wanted to embody some part of who she was. So I couldn’t stay in Cherry River to run Belle Books, despite the burden it placed on my younger sister Lucie.

      Staying kept me too close to the passion I felt I couldn’t tackle—the written word. So instead of English, I majored in Psychology, getting my education in a field I cared little for.

      And I got tattoos when the careful and controlled life I’d created away from Cherry River felt too suffocating.

      I didn’t set out to work in preparatory and prestigious schools similar to the one I attended. But I had a connection in college that set me on the path. So I buttoned up, hid my tattoos and piercings, and acted a part that never fit me.

      And now that I’m back in my hometown of Cherry River for the summer, I’m having a hard time acting that part due to the eyes appraising me.

      I glance at the student assessment sitting on my desk, picking it up before clearing my throat. In a few moments, I’m supposed to meet the guardian of one of my favorite students.

      And this cannot be him. It can’t. I look like a fool, still as a damn statue, and I’m not sure what he said before I froze. Maybe he introduced himself, maybe not. But before I can feel the blush on my cheeks, I drop the student assessment I’m clutching in my hands like an idiot, and then he’s there, kneeling next to me, saying, “Let me help you.” 

      And I am still silent. 

      I don’t believe in ghosts, but one is on his knees right beside me. 

      When I finally find my voice, it’s barely a whisper. He furrows his brow, so I clear my throat and speak again. “I’m sorry. Can I help you? I have an appointment in a moment.”

      He stands just as I do, handing me a few stray papers. His fingers brush mine when I reach for them, so I look down, trying to hide the rosy color of my cheeks, then shove them back into the manila folder.

      “Yes, I’m your appointment.” His voice is deep, soothing—familiar.

      He walks past me to the seat I set up in front of my desk, and I watch him. He is about six feet, two inches tall, with broad shoulders and tan skin. 

      And short brown hair. Short hair.

      He kicks his feet out in front of him when he sits and then taps his red Converse on the metal front of my desk twice.

      No, this can’t be right. According to the notes left, I have an appointment with Dylan Callow, the guardian of fifteen-year-old Adélaïde Anderson. Adélaïde just ended her Freshman year at the prestigious Howard School in Manhattan and is attending the five-week English Language Institute I’ve been teaching at the Cheshire Hall Preparatory School in Cherry River.

      I took over for another teacher—a former classmate—who lost her parents at the beginning of June. After everything I’d been through with my sisters, I couldn’t refuse when I got the call. I’d already decided to come home for the summer with my youngest sister, Katie, but I’d planned to devote my time solely to the family bookstore while in Cherry River. Maybe I took the position to atone for my past decisions.

      I push away the tears that constantly threaten to pour over my cheeks when I think of my parents as I walk past the young man in front of me and pull out my chair, tossing the folder in my hand onto my desk. “I’m sorry. Who are you?” I take a seat and cross my arms in front of me. Everything about him feels familiar and foreign all at once.

      “I’m Adélaïde’s guardian. I’m her brother. Well, half-brother, anyway. She has our mother’s surname. I believe that has my legal name.” He points at the folder. “But you can call me Sloan.”

      “Oh.” I bite my lip. I wasn’t expecting that. “How old are you?” The question is out before I can stop it. Who are you? Is this a joke? Those are the questions I want to ask. Sloan isn’t a name you hear often, and it sounds familiar. 

      Something about him is very familiar.

      His full lip turns up at the side before he answers, “Um, why?”

      “Well, I thought you were a student,” I admit.

      “No.” He pauses, then says, “Not a student, but I’ve played one on TV.” 

      I blink at him, and he smiles shyly, then continues. “But I, uh, don’t do that anymore…” He pauses as if waiting for something from me, but I feel like every word in my head has flittered away. “And well, our mom died two years ago, leaving me the guardian of Addie.”

      No, no, no, no. I feel like an asshole. I should know this. I should know that one of my students was orphaned two years ago, but my move back was a whirlwind. I gained my new temporary teaching position due to my teenage years at Cheshire Hall. I was close with many of my teachers, and social media made it easy for my old headmaster to beg me to take over when the previous teacher suffered her loss. He knew I would understand.

      I worked late into the night every night to make sure every student who signed up for the English Language Institute my former classmate planned to teach would get the most out of the experience. The long hours and lack of sleep has left my tiny above-garage apartment a disaster due to lack of time and an iron will to pretend I’m not back home. I planned to organize it once everything settled down. 

      I shake the catastrophe of my life from my head and focus on the young man before me. The blush I felt earlier flickers to my mind, and I press my legs together. The familiarity of his eyes haunts me. He looks so young. Too young to have me sitting before him, pressing my knees together.

      It doesn’t help that he’s staring at me so intently. I would tell him to sit up straight if he were one of my students. He’s so relaxed, so at ease in front of me, leaning back, waiting for something. I want to crawl over my desk and crawl into his lap. What he’s probably waiting for, though, is for me to speak again.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I’m new in town. Well, not new; I grew up here, but I only moved back less than a month ago, and I admit, I don’t know as much about my students as I normally would. I normally have it a bit more”—I search, simple words lost on me with his stare boring into me—“together. I normally have it a bit more together than this.”

      “Well, Mrs.?” he says, pausing after the title like a question.

      “Ms. Belle. Eliza Belle.” I offer him my formal name. Only my friends and family call me by my middle name—Sofie. 

      “Ms. Belle, sometimes…life happens, and everything we have together falls apart. We can’t stop it. All we can do is try to piece it back into something maybe resembling what we consider together. That’s what I’m trying to do with Addie. How’s she doing?” He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His blue-grey eyes look unreal in the light.

      I lean forward in my chair, toward him like a magnet—then remember why he’s here—to hear how his half-sister has been doing in class. Luckily I have nothing but good things to say about Adélaïde.

      Before I can reply, he runs a hand down his face. “I’m embarrassed to say that this is one of the few times I’ve made it to one of these things. I’m her brother, not her parent. I was such a shit when I was her age, nothing like her. She’s so smart and knows what she wants to be when she grows up. I still don’t sometimes.” He leans up and presses his full lips together. “I’m only twenty-four, and I have to protect her. I have to fucking protect her. How do I do that?” His voice is pleading, soft, and a bit broken.

      I feel my hand tighten reflexively. It crawled up and rested around my throat while he was speaking. The image of his hand there flashes, causing my own to drop. Shame shimmies over my skin.

      “Well,” I say, my voice catching as I wonder why he looks so worried. “Adélaïde is honestly doing wonderful. She gets it, the heart of everything she’s learning here. I can tell she’s passionate about her work, and it’ll look great on her college transcripts. I know that’s a few years from now, but I see she goes to the Howard School in Manhattan. I’ve heard wonderful things about it. I’m sure she’s…well protected there.” I’m rambling, lost, wondering what I’m missing, and I curse myself again for being so out of it since my return to Cherry River and my old life.

      In front of me, Sloan laces his fingers behind his neck, closes his eyes, and stretches. Is it for my benefit? His white T-shirt wears thin on his broad chest. No, it isn’t for me. This young man is tired and worn down from the life he didn’t ask for. I know the feeling.

      How the hell have I gotten here? Thirty years old, lusting over a twenty-four-old boy who looks like the ghost of my high school boyfriend or someone I’ve seen on TV. He did make the joke about playing a high school student on television.

      Sloan opens his eyes and stares at me for a moment, a long moment, one that changes my earlier conclusion. Maybe I was wrong when I assumed he wouldn’t be attracted to me, too. I let out a slow breath and push my glasses back onto the top of my nose.

      He smiles again, and it is so shy I feel goosebumps cover my arms. I want to rub them away, but I can’t let him know how he’s affecting me. I can’t let him know how his face confuses me—as if I saw it somewhere in a dream.

      He stands slowly, reaching for his discarded backpack, and I walk around my desk to see him out. 

      I open my classroom door and peer into the abandoned hallway before turning back to Sloan. “Thank you for coming in to see me. I’m sorry I didn’t know more about Adélaïde’s background before you came in. But she’s doing great, I promise.” My words are falling out fast. I shoot them into the air, not bothering to look him in the eye. I’m too embarrassed. 

      Embarrassed that I’m failing at my job. Ashamed that I’m attracted to him. That I already imagined what he would look like if he let me tie him up. That I’ve decided he seems more likely to take to my particular tastes than my last boyfriend had.

      I try to reach my right hand out. A gentle handshake to end our short and awkward first meeting, but my hand stills and drops to my side as I feel his warm grip on my left wrist. He brushes his thumb over my skin, and I’m on fire. I let out a breath, and he sees it. 

      He’s so close, towering over me. His hand slips down and grips my palm.

      His soft voice drops an octave. “That’s good to hear, Sofie.” He lets go of my wrist and walks past me into the hallway.  

      I see him look back at me in my peripheral, but I don’t move. Instead, my name whispers softly in my head, steady, like a drumbeat.

      He called me Sofie. Sofie.

      “I’m sorry…what did you call me?” I ask, my hand around my throat again. 

      “Sofie. Sofie Belle. You were the Valedictorian at Cheshire Hall twelve years ago. You wore a yellow dress to your senior prom. You punched Nathan Callahan in the face the night before you left for college. And you broke my heart before I ever knew your first name.”

      He’s standing in front of me as the fog clears.

      He’s smiling as my mouth falls open.

      And then, he’s gone. 

      And it hits me. 

      I see his face as I know it. On stage. On my phone. Long hair and a mic in his hand. Haunting blue-grey eyes and a voice that sings me to sleep every night.

      Sloan Callow, member of the band Sonder.

      Dylan Sloan Callow, my ex-boyfriend’s baby brother.
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        You’re the moonlight in my night

        But I stumble in the dark

        Lost in thoughts, lost in dreams

        Afraid to make my mark

      

      

      

      It’s been two weeks since I saw Sofie Belle again, and she’s all I can think about. Her short brown hair. Her full pink lips. Her eyes. Fuck, those eyes. I felt lightheaded the first time she turned those eyes on me. Sofie. Sofie. Or, Ms. Belle, as she requested I call her.

      Seeing Sofie Belle in the flesh again as an adult was a dizzying feeling, one I need to keep under control given the circumstances of my return to Cherry River.

      Getting flustered and aroused every time I see her isn’t going to help us out of our situation. But what happened the last time I saw her is something I cannot put out of my mind.

      Every day at five I’ve driven to the school to pick my sister up after class. It took me a couple of days to realize that the spot I was parking my Jeep was right in front of Sofie’s classroom window. Then, yesterday, I saw her watching me as I sat there waiting. That’s when I felt like a real asshole. Here she was, a beacon of light, teaching my sister every day, and I was a shadow of her past keeping secrets from her.

      I counted the hours today as I worked on a new song, waiting for my chance to make things less awkward since I brought my brother up the first day we met. It was apparent she had no clue who I was, and I had to open my big dumbass mouth, to tease her, to see the shock on her face, instead of telling her why I’m in Cherry River, and what it might have to do with her. If you take her away from me, you’ll regret it.

      I lived in California with my dad when I was a kid, only coming to visit in Connecticut during the summers and breaks from school. Well, breaks from a normal school that lined up with the school here. I was tutored when I was on set.

      My half-brother, Nathan, lived with our mother. And though we shared a mother, we didn’t share a home, or affection for each other. I never understood why as a kid.

      When I think of Cherry River and my childhood, I think of my mother, my baby sister, and our small house. I think of my grandfather’s lake house. And I think of Sofie Belle’s laughter in our backyard.

      Sofie has a younger sister my age. And when Nathan didn’t want me around, he would push me to pursue Katie Belle when Sofie would bring her along, but she was never the one I was looking at.

      Sofie Belle was a thing of prepubescent dreams. She had a broad smile and tan legs. She wore short denim cut-offs and smoked in the backyard when our mother was gone. Probably a habit she picked up from Nathan.

      I knew I should have been crushing on Katie. It would have been appropriate. But what’s fun about appropriate? When Sofie brought Katie over, and we were pushed together, we spoke little, watched a lot of TV, played video games together, and sometimes read silently. We could exist in silence together, and I will be forever grateful for that quiet friendship, but she wasn’t who I wanted.

      I wanted the same person I want now.

      When I pull up to the school, I park in my usual spot, throw my door open, and walk deliberately toward the front doors. I talked myself up all day. I convinced myself that if I hesitated for even a moment, I would stay rooted in my Jeep again. I know I have to tell her, and the time has to be now.

      Her classroom is deserted when I make it inside. I don’t see my sister, and I don’t see Sofie.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket just as I hear something drop in the back of the room. I pull my phone out and begin walking toward the sound, seeing light spilling out of the closet to the right of the giant chalkboard in the back of the classroom.

      My steps falter when I see the text my sister sent me saying that she got a ride back to the lake house from Ollie—the close protection operative I hired to watch after us—and she’s sorry she forgot to tell me. She sent a picture for proof—our promise to each other. I shove my phone back into my pocket, continuing my search for the sound in the room, pissed that I hadn’t looked at my phone earlier.

      I find Sofie in the small closet in the back. She’s reaching for something high on the shelf above her, and she can’t hear me, so I take a moment to look her over. She’s wearing a skirt that most likely is a reasonable length, but with the way she’s reaching, it’s riding up, exposing her long legs in her black tights. I see the hint of a tattoo on her ankle as my gaze travels down to her black heels.

      My eyes wander back up to her hair, which barely grazes the collar of her shirt. A dark tattoo barely peeks out, and when I look at her arms, I see more. Her sleeves are rolled up, showing me all she hides when she’s in her teaching role. She is so fucking sexy. Jesus. I don’t know if I can take it if she turns around. I consider sneaking out just before she notices me.

      Suddenly her spine straightens, and I wonder if she can feel me staring at her. She pulls down what she was reaching for—a stack of folders—and clutches them to her chest, slowly turning toward me.

      There are those eyes again. I feel the air escape my lungs when they lock with my own. Then I feel myself harden in my pants. Fuck.

      I see her take notice before her eyes fly back up to mine. She knows what she’s done to me. The small supply closet feels swollen with desire, so I back up to let her out, and she follows me.

      “I’m sorry. Your sister left just a while ago. She said she was going to get ahold of you?” She’s looking at me differently than she did the first time we met here in this room. When she didn’t know who I was. Not just Nathan’s brother. But Sloan Callow. Not the person I feel I am, but the person people see me as.

      “Yes, she did, but just a little too late.” I laugh.

      “I’m sorry, if I had known you weren’t aware, I would have let you know, considering I have all the guardians’ numbers.”

      “It’s no big deal, really,” I offer with a smile, lying. It’s not her responsibility to keep Adélaïde safe from our current situation. Especially since she doesn’t even know the situation because I couldn’t bring myself to go there the first time we spoke. “Did you need some help with anything around here?”

      “No, I don’t want to trouble you.” She’s avoiding my gaze, moving papers around on her desk.

      “I don’t mind. It’s the least I can do. Adélaïde said you’re her favorite teacher this summer.”

      I want to repay her, for her sake. I want to worship her for mine.

      “I just need to get a few more things out of that back room,” she says.

      “Okay. I’ll help.”

      Sofie walks back across the classroom, into the closet, and starts moving things but doesn’t tell me what to do, so I stand there like an idiot for a moment.

      I’m about to ask her what I can do, because I feel like a fucking moron when she starts to drop a box above her head. I rush over to her and push the box back up, my body flush against hers when everything is secured, but I don’t move, and she doesn’t ask me to.

      We stand there, our breath picking up.

      I look at my hands and realize they are wrapped around her wrists. I’m about to pull them away when she moves her hips and presses her ass against me. Fuck. I lean forward on instinct just as a dark thought enters my head. She knows who I am, but which version of me? Her ex-boyfriend’s younger brother, or Sloan Callow—singer, actor. I shake away the threat of disappointment, thinking of every teenage fantasy I’ve had about the woman before me. Fantasies are a drug, and I’ll be hers if she wants me to.

      I run my hands down her wrists, elbows, shoulders, and back until they settle on her hips. She keeps her hands above her head, gripping the shelf, pressing back again before I groan into her neck.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      “I didn’t know.” She’s panting, her voice different. It’s not a teacher’s voice; it’s not authoritative. It’s almost desperate. “I didn’t know who you were.” She laughs. “I listen to “At The End of the Day”, at the end of every day. I didn’t know…or maybe…maybe I did. And I saw that scene in…in…” She sighs, and it undoes me a little.

      I slide my right hand down, down, over her back and ass, then slip it under her skirt. She exhales, and a small moan escapes her lips. The scent of her arousal is already filling the room, and I feel like I’ve barely touched her. Barely started. I feel like a fool for thinking a song can mean anything.

      I find tiny lace panties and bare silk skin. I bite her shoulder before moving my hand between her legs, moving lace aside, pushing into her. She cries out when I stick two fingers inside her, finding her soaked, wanting. When I find her clit, she bucks me off, spinning.

      Her hands are on my chest, and I’m panting with her. She looks into my eyes. “I loved it long, but I like it short, too,” she says, reaching up to touch my hair.

      “Sofie, I wasn’t trying to be dishonest. I thought you would know exactly who I was when I showed up here. I came to talk to you about—”

      “What do you mean by who you are? Nathan’s brother? Or someone who has been on screen since he was a kid? Someone in a band I listen to every day?”

      I smile. “It sounds like I should be insulted you didn’t know me on sight.”

      She blushes, and I take my hands from her, letting her put her clothes back into place. “What did you want to talk to me about?” she asks.

      I think of Adélaïde on her way home. I don’t want her to be there long without me. “Uh, not here.”

      “Where?” she asks.

      “Wherever you want,” I answer.

      “Tonight. After the fireworks,” she answers, brushing past me, leaving me in the closet, still firm in my desire for more of her.
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      The trunk of my Hyundai closes with an angry thud. Angry. But not nearly as angry as I am with myself.

      I should be back at Belle Books, our family bookstore, with my younger sister, Lucie. I should be helping her out, but in the short weeks since I’ve returned to our lakeside town of Cherry River, the tension between us hasn’t lessened much.

      And I’ve done something foolish and reckless and exhilarating in place of healing old wounds.

      Sometimes a place has such a strong hold on you, you wonder if you’ll ever shake it.

      I was a wild teenager outside of school. My middle sister, Lucie, was not, and she had to pay for every rule I broke, every curfew I ignored.

      After our parents died, I studied at the community college two blocks away from our house just long enough for Lucie to turn eighteen—old enough to care for herself and our little sister Katie. Then I called in my fancy prep school education and transferred to a school in New York.

      I was never the mothering type. And surprisingly, Lucie was. I couldn’t raise Katie, so I thought moving closer to the city was best. And in the city, I was a different person. I wasn’t wild. I wasn’t reckless. I wasn’t the Sofie I was here. I could be Eliza. The name our mother gave me. I needed to run away to grow the fuck up.

      And now, a handful of short weeks into my return to Cherry River, I’m back to my old ways.

      I turn to my baby sister, Katie, with two blankets in my hands. “Don’t run off and leave me alone.” I arch an eyebrow at her, but I see it’s wasted.

      She isn’t even looking at me. Instead, she’s eyeing the crowd, looking for her old friends. At twenty-four, she’s young enough that she may find some of her past here she doesn’t hate.

      I found a piece of my past I never expected to find—just last week.

      And I agreed to see him here tonight too soon after what we did in that closet today.

      I want to pack my shit and head back to the city. Or hell, back to the bookstore to help Lucie. Instead, I shake my head and walk down to the lake, my Converse padding lightly on the grass, with Katie trailing behind, waving to every damn person she knows. I’m almost to the water when I see the one person I didn’t want to see. His blue-grey eyes and dark hair are unmistakable now, and I see him as I saw him on stage. I nearly trip over one of my blankets, and Katie catches me.

      “Fuck, be careful,” she says, her fingers around my elbow.

      I watch her eyes peer over my shoulder as I turn to her, adjusting the blankets in my arms.

      “Oh shit,” she says, eyes wide.

      I don’t want to look in the direction she’s looking. I don’t want to go down this road. My youngest sister and I have lived together since she graduated high school. She left our town behind just as I had. She can read me now.

      “What?” I ask. Because I know there is no way she can know what I’ve done in the past few days. What I did just hours ago.

      I follow the line of her finger and see she has spotted him.

      “Do you know who that is?” she replies, dropping her hand.

      I shrug my shoulders and choke on my secret.

      Because I didn’t know at first. The different last names, due to a shared mother instead of a father, fucked me over.

      The attraction was there before I knew the truth.

      I don’t speak, and Katie continues. “Remember your creepy ex-boyfriend?” Katie asks, walking forward.

      I eye her hard. Of course I remember him. She knows I remember him. Every warning I’ve ever thrown Katie’s way has been about Nathan. Don’t be like me. Please don’t do what I did with Nathan. Please don’t throw your future away for a boy like I wanted to. Don’t fall in love when you’re in high school.

      “Katie, he’s seared into my brain. You know that. I’ll never forget him.”

      And how could I forget him
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