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      Eden

      

      “He’s dead, Eden. His private plane crashed.”

      I stared at my long-time friend and producer, Austin Birk.

      “No, you’re wrong.”

      He had to be wrong. My husband and musical partner couldn’t be dead.

      “Laird was driving to a charity benefit in…” God, why couldn’t I remember where he said he’d be tonight?

      He curled his hands around my shoulders, bending slightly to look me in the eye. “News broke when you were on stage. I wouldn’t have come to you with this unless I had confirmation, sweetheart.”

      Austin had been my boyfriend in high school and college, and one of Laird’s closest friends. And the man who had always been there for me, even when my husband wasn’t. I knew if Austin was telling me that it was true, it was.

      I sank against him, sobbing, as I fisted his shirt in my hands while he stroked my hair and let me cry. We were alone in my dressing room after a sold-out tour date for the Queens of Country Music tour, which I was headlining alongside my best friend, Tori Warner.

      Five minutes ago, I’d been riding an adrenaline high. And now I felt like I’d been hit by a bus.

      “How?”

      He wasn’t even supposed to be on a plane tonight. I’d been on tour for twelve weeks already, but we spoke daily, and Laird filled me in on what was happening at home.

      Things had been tense between us, but I chalked that up to my husband’s jealousy, because for the first time in our ten-year marriage I was co-headlining a tour without him.

      “Come here,” Austin said, taking my hands and guiding me towards the small sofa. “God, I don’t even know how to tell you this.”

      He dipped his head, and I could tell things were about to get even worse.

      “Just tell me.”

      “Laird wasn’t alone.” He looked into my eyes and I saw a flash of the intensity he’d kept on lock-down since we broke up years ago. “He was with…” Releasing my hands, he sunk into the cushions and tipped his head back. “I hate being the one to tell you this. But I refuse to let you hear it from someone else, Edie. He was with his girlfriend. His pregnant girlfriend.”

      The room started spinning as I dug my nails into Austin’s thigh and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to regain my equilibrium.

      “No, he wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Our marriage was far from perfect, but Laird wouldn’t cheat on me, would he?

      “I wish I could agree with you.”

      My eyes flew open and I gaped at him. “What are you saying? You knew he was cheating on me?” When he didn’t respond, I pushed against his shoulders, wailing and crying as the weight of another betrayal came crashing down on me.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered, closing his arms around me to contain my outburst. “I just found out about the affair a couple of months ago⁠—”

      “You’ve known for two months that my husband got another woman pregnant?”

      I was losing my mind. Not only did I have to process the fact that my husband was gone, but he’d lost his life with his lover and unborn child. After convincing me we should wait a few more years to have kids.

      “He said he planned to tell you when you got home, that he couldn’t do it over the phone.”

      I covered my face with my hands, resting my elbows on my knees. “This can’t be happening.”

      This had to be a nightmare. I’d wake up in the morning, and everything would be fine.

      “I warned him that if he didn’t tell you as soon as you got home, I would.”

      “I hate that you didn’t tell me.” There were fresh tears streaming down my face when I realized the guy I’d been counting on since I was just a kid, let me down. “How could you keep this from me? We’ve had dinner half a dozen times over the last month. You had so many chances, and you just… kept your mouth shut?”

      “I didn’t want to.”

      He tried putting his arm around me, but I pushed him away. I didn’t need his comfort now. I needed the truth.

      I reached for a tissue and swiped at the stage make-up now blending with my tears. “Where did this happen? How long ago?”

      I knew the press would be all over me for a statement, after they did some digging of their own and I wanted to be prepared. Of course, I’d have to talk to our record label’s publicist, Avery McCall first, but I wanted the whole ugly story from the one man who seemed to know it.

      His sigh was shaky when he said, “His private plane went down over the Gulf, off the Florida Coast, a few hours ago. Three people on board. Laird, his girlfriend—” He closed his eyes when I winced. “And the pilot. No one survived.”

      “Where were they going?”

      I didn’t know why it mattered now, but I wanted to piece together the last hours of his life. What his plans were. What he’d been thinking. How he’d been feeling. Did he have any remorse for cheating on me and destroying our marriage, or was his future with her more important to him than his past with me?

      “They were going to spend a few days in the Keys.”

      “You know that because…” I could barely get the words out. This nightmare just kept getting worse as I realized how enmeshed one of my best friends had been in the lies. “He told you. He talked to you about this woman he loved, the baby they were going to have. He talked to you about it. And you listened. Because you valued your friendship with him above what we have. Our history⁠—”

      “No! Jesus, no Edie. How can you think that? I hated what he was doing to you. In fact, when he told me, I split his lip.”

      That gave me a small measure of satisfaction, but it didn’t heal the broken trust or erase the lies by omission.

      “He didn’t want to have a baby with me.” It was crushing to realize I’d been holding out hope I would one day have a child. “But he wanted one with her.”

      “I don’t think it was planned,” he said, quietly. “It just kind of happened. He told me he thought maybe she’d gone off the pill, trying to get pregnant, because she wanted him to leave you.”

      He propped his elbows on his knees and curled one hand into the other as he stared straight ahead. “He told me he didn’t really want to leave you. That he still loved you. He said this was just supposed to be a meaningless affair, but it got out of hand.”

      “A meaningless affair,” I whispered, letting those words sink in. “It wasn’t the first one?”

      Austin shook his head, looking as defeated as I felt. “Apparently not.” Before I could lay into him, he side-eyed me and said, “I didn’t know about any of them, I swear to you. Not until he told me about this girl. And when I pressed him, he confessed to the others.”

      “How many others?” I’d been with Laird since college, and I was thirty-five now, so there could have been dozens.

      “A few,” he said, scraping his hands over his face. “But that really doesn’t matter now, does it?”

      “How old was she?” I didn’t know why I was torturing myself with details that really didn’t matter. A hurricane had just swept through my life, and I had to figure out how to sort through the rubble.

      “Twenty-four,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Too damn young for him. Too immature as well, according to Laird.”

      His voice broke when he said his friend’s name and I realized Austin must be reeling from the loss too. I was still mad as hell at him, but we’d hated each other before, and found a way through it.

      “This is so surreal,” I whispered, staring at my phone, which was across the room in my purse. It had been blowing up since I got off stage, and now I knew the reason.

      News must have broken that my husband was dead. I woke up this morning a wife and was going to bed a widow. This couldn’t be my life.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Yeah, leave me alone.”

      “Damn it, don’t do that, Edie,” he snapped. “Don’t shut me out. I know you’re devastated and hurt and furious⁠—”

      “I’m hurt and angry because he betrayed me, but Laird wasn’t you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’m not shocked that he would lie to me or betray me. But you?”

      Laird wasn’t a bad guy, but he had a reputation in country music circles. He had a big ego and hated to be called out. He didn’t always treat people with respect.

      And then there was Austin. The music producer every artist wanted to work with because he was a stand-up guy. A straight-shooter. The guy every man wanted to befriend, and every woman wanted to date.

      “The fact that you would is a slap in the face.” I looked into his eyes, refusing to let him look away. “We have history. You were my first love. My first lover⁠—”

      “Damn it, don’t do this to me, girl. You don’t think this is killing me already?”

      We had killed each other plenty over the years.

      When we were kids, we’d break up and get back together so fast it would give our friends whiplash. When we were college students, we’d have screaming matches because he couldn’t commit.

      Finally, I found someone who would commit. Laird. And I told Austin to go to hell.

      But years later we all wound up working together on our debut album, and in spite of the history, Laird and Austin became as close as brothers and I learned to forgive my first-everything for not loving me as much as I loved him.

      I stood, needing to put some distance between us. I was supposed to be grieving the loss of my husband, and the marriage I thought I had. Not a relationship with Austin, that crossed all kinds of boundaries, if I was being honest with myself.

      “You need to go, Austin. I need to be alone, to process this.”

      His expression was a mixture of anger, sympathy and frustration. Only because I knew him so well, could I read it.

      “Like hell I’m leaving you alone. You need me now, even if you’re too stubborn to admit it.”

      We had always fought hard. And loved harder. But this time was different. I was gutted for so many reasons, and it felt like his betrayal, his secrecy, cut the deepest.

      I didn’t even want to unpack what that said about me because my husband was dead, and I couldn’t get over the fact Austin had broken our trust.

      That was seriously messed up.

      “Don’t tell me what I need.” My voice was raw from singing for hours, and trying to suppress the anguish that felt like it would spill all over the room and flood us, if I let it. “Just get out.”

      He jumped up, getting in my face. “Damn it, Edie. I’m hurting too, okay? I hate that Laird’s gone. I hate that he hurt you.” His voice softened as he twisted a lock of my auburn hair around his finger. I hate that he won’t get to tell you one last time that he loved you, because I know he did.”

      “Don’t.” I covered my mouth when a sob escaped. “Don’t tell me he loved me.” The dam broke and I let the sobs free. “You don’t do that to someone you love. You don’t sleep with someone else. You don’t lie to them. You don’t get another woman pregnant!”

      He tried to put his arms around me, but I pushed him away.

      “Would you just let me hold you?” he asked, between clenched teeth, as he fought back tears.

      “No, I can’t.”

      Because if I did, I’d never want him to let me go.
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      Austin

      

      I couldn’t believe I was getting ready to eulogize one of my best friends. While trying to beat my feelings for his widow into submission.

      It had only been a few days since Laird died, but it had been a media firestorm that left everyone who knew and loved him the worse for wear. Especially Eden. It killed me to see her trying so hard to be strong, when I knew she had to be shattered inside.

      Laird had vowed to love her. To protect her. To treat her right. He’d made me that promise on their wedding day when he asked me if I still loved her. I told him the truth, that a part of me would always love that girl. He joked that he wasn’t sorry Eden had chosen him. But I hadn’t given her a choice. I bowed out too soon ‘cause I was a young, dumb kid who was afraid to be tied down.

      My penance? A marriage that ended in divorce because my wife claimed I was still in love with the girl who got away. And having to be best friends with that girl, and her husband, because he’d become like a brother to me, against all odds.

      Tori was sitting beside Eden in the front row, with Tori’s husband Mike sitting on the other side.

      I was grateful she had so many people who loved her, because she’d been keeping me at arm’s length ever since she kicked me out of her dressing room.

      “You okay?” Avery asked, resting her hand on my back.

      Avery and I worked at the same record company, and she was Laird and Eden’s publicist. If anyone had lost sleep the past few days, trying to put a spin on the mess my friend left behind, it was Avery.

      “Yeah.” I drew a shaky breath, thinking about the speech in my pocket. The one that had taken me all night, and a few shots of Jack Daniels to write. “Not gonna lie, I wanna get this over with though.”

      Her smile was sympathetic when she said, “I know, I think we all feel that way. We loved Laird and his music and want to honour that…” Her gaze drifted to Eden, who was talking to Tori in hushed tones. “But I think we all hate what he did to Eden too. She didn’t deserve that.”

      “No, she didn’t.” She looked me in the eye when she said, “Eden told me you knew about the affair and didn’t tell her. Why?”

      Avery and Eden were friends, and she had always been a straight shooter so I wasn’t surprised she was calling me out. “Because I wanted to give Laird a chance to tell her himself.”

      “He didn’t deserve the courtesy.” She looked at the framed photo of Laird at the front of the packed church. “I know he was a complicated man. You either loved him or hated him. But his wife loved him, and she deserved better than that.”

      I slid my hands into the pockets of my black dress pants, feeling like I was being reprimanded too. “Yeah, she did.”

      “Is she talking to you?”

      Avery was a brilliant, no-nonsense, blonde bombshell, married to one of the best-selling artists in Nashville, Ty McCall. Nobody messed with her, including me.

      “No, but I hope she will soon.” My eyes drifted to Eden. I couldn’t help myself. “We go way back. It’s killing me not to be there for her.” She could cuss me out, slap me, cry it all out, I didn’t care, I just wanted face-time with the girl.

      “You’ve tried?”

      “Of course, but all my calls and texts have gone unanswered. I couldn’t bring myself to just show up at her door.” In case she slammed it in my face, and told me she never wanted to see me again. Losing Laird was hard. Losing Eden would blow my world apart.

      “Are you going to the reception?”

      Tori told me Eden was hosting a gathering at the house she shared with Laird after the church, but I didn’t want to go if Eden didn’t want me there.

      “Not sure I should.” The church was packed with people we all knew. My country music family. And I didn’t want to miss out on the opportunity to celebrate my friend’s life, but I wouldn’t do that at the expense of Eden. She’d been through enough.

      “Wouldn’t feel right if you weren’t there,” Avery said. “Even if you and Eden keep your distance, it would be better than not showing up at all, wouldn’t it?”

      Before I could respond, the minister took his place behind the podium to welcome the mourners and say a few words about Laird before inviting me up to speak.

      I hated every minute of this, but I made my living drawing gut-wrenching emotion out of songwriters. Now it was my turn.

      My eyes connected with Eden’s as I took at the folded sheet out of the pocket of my black blazer. “How do you say good-bye to someone like Laird?” I said, smoothing my tie as I prayed for the strength to get through this. “I’ve been asking myself that question since I found out he was gone.”

      So many grim faces in the crowd. A few people crying. Some watching Eden’s reaction.

      “He was always larger than life. That’s what made him a great entertainer. I cut my teeth in this business, working on Laird and Eden’s debut album, and even though I didn’t want to like him, I did.”

      There were days, even years into our friendship that I didn’t want to like Laird. Because he wasn’t always the nicest guy. But he was like that antagonistic brother you sometimes fought with. The blowouts were often heated, but we always shook hands and shared the blame when it was over.

      “Sometimes you meet people in your life who change you.” I couldn’t have torn my eyes from Eden if I tried. And I didn’t. “Laird was one of those people for me. He made me question everything. But most importantly, he challenged me to up my game.”

      There were many nods of agreement and murmurs move through the crowd because anyone he knew Laird understood he could be a ruthless perfectionist.

      “He made it in a business where the odds were stacked against him, because when he made up his mind to go for something…” Or someone. “He was relentless. And I admired that about him.” Except when he took my girl.

      “The world needs more dream chasers. More people who leave their mark, and will be remembered for something. Because even those who didn’t love Laird the way we did will remember him and his music. And I’d say that’s a life well lived.”

      I didn’t wait for a reaction from the other mourners. I didn’t need one. I just needed to get the hell out there, before I passed out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I was parked in front of Eden’s house, debating whether I should go in, when Mike Cooper, Tori’s husband, tapped on my passenger’s window before hopping into my pick-up truck.

      Mike was a former cop and the head of security for our record label. We’d become fast friends when we met almost a decade ago.

      “What the hell are we doing out here, man?”

      I sighed, leaning my head against the leather headrest. “You have to ask? Eden’s hating on me and I don’t blame her. I let her down. And I’m having a hard time living with that.”

      “No, her husband let her down. You just kept your mouth shut when you should have been smart enough to speak up. Laird didn’t deserve your loyalty, not when it came to cheating on Eden.”

      “I wasn’t trying to protect him.” I just wished Eden could believe that. “I was trying to protect her. I wanted him to tell her in a way that wouldn’t crush her.”

      Mike rolled his eyes. “Yeah, like there’s a way to do that when you get a twenty-year-old kid knocked up⁠—”

      “She was twenty-four.” Like that mattered.

      “Whatever,” Mike said, scowling out the window. “It was a shitty thing to do, no matter how old the girl was.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Then why the hell didn’t you tell Eden? You had to know it would have been easier for her to hear it from you.”

      He was crazy if he believed that. “It wasn’t my place to⁠—”

      “I call bullshit, Austin. You don’t stand by and watch someone you love get hurt.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of his words crushing me. He was right. I’d made a colossal mistake, and it could cost me the girl who’d been my lifeline since I was just a kid.

      “You’re right. I screwed up. I should have been the one to tell her, but what the hell can I do about that now?”

      “How long have you been in love with her?”

      We’d never had this conversation before. It had never been appropriate. Either I’d been married or Eden had. And while Laird hadn’t even been gone a week, the fact that he hadn’t been faithful for a long time, made it easier to answer Mike’s question honestly.

      “I don’t know that I ever stopped loving her.” It was hard to admit, but now that I’d become friends with my ex, after an amicable divorce, she’d forced me to admit it to her… and myself.

      “Then why did you let her marry Laird? If Tori had been about to marry another guy—” He curled his hand into a fist. “Let’s just say I wouldn’t have let it happen.”

      “We had a rocky relationship even in high school. We were both stubborn and headstrong. By the time we got to college, it was even worse. She wanted to move in together, get an apartment off campus and I wanted to party with my friends. Enjoy the ‘best years of my life’.” I made air quotes around the words. “Next thing I knew, my friends were telling me Eden had moved on and I was drinking myself into a stupor every night trying to forget her.”

      Mike smirked. “Guess I don’t have to ask how that worked out for you.”

      “I begged her to take me back.” I had a flashback to an ugly scene at a campus bar where security threatened to throw me out if I didn’t leave her alone. “I told her Laird could never love her the way I could. And I was right. He never did.”

      Mike whistled, long and low. “Sounds intense. So, how the hell did y’all end up friends?”

      “I’d co-written some songs with Eden back in college, before we broke up, and she told the execs at Spencer Records she wouldn’t cut them unless I produced them. Laird didn’t like it, but it was Eden the label had fallen in love with. He was just along for the ride.”

      Laird had never written an original song in his life. He didn’t play an instrument. And couldn’t read music. He just had a good voice, the right look, and Eden insisted they were a package deal, so they wanted her enough to take him.

      “Why would she do that?” Mike asked. “I mean, if you guys had broken up and she’d moved on, why would she have insisted you produce her debut album?”

      “It was just supposed to be those two singles.”

      I watched people walking from their cars to the house, pointing to the manicured flowerbeds, like the condition of their rose bushes mattered when a man had just died.

      “But the label liked what they saw, and those two singles turned into producing their debut album.” I glanced at Mike, who was taking it all in. “So, I guess Laird isn’t the only one with Eden to thank for his career.”

      “Huh, I always wondered how the hell a guy ends up working with and being best friends with his ex-girlfriend and her husband. I’m sorry, but that’s just messed up, if you ask me.”

      “It was pretty messed up.” I never crossed the line with Eden, but after my divorce, there were too many late-night writing sessions where I had to tear myself away before I kissed her.

      “How’d you end up getting married, if you still had feelings for Eden?”

      After so many years of keeping this shit bottled up, it was cathartic to finally let it out. “I was in denial, I guess. Told myself I couldn’t waste the rest of my life wanting a woman who didn’t want me. Besides, by that time me and Laird had actually become friends and I didn’t want to mess with his marriage. Eden had made her choice, and it wasn’t me. I had to live with that.”

      “Bet that wasn’t easy,” Mike said, drumming his fingers on his thigh. “If Tori had picked some other dude over me, I would have lost my mind.”

      “I did, in the early days. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I was seriously self-destructing, but Eden showed up on my doorstep one night, in tears, begging me to stop killing myself. She was right, I was literally killing myself with drugs, alcohol, bar fights, you name it. If it was risky and stupid, I did it.”

      “So, you quit for her?” Mike asked.

      “I guess you could say that.” There’s nothing I wouldn’t have done for Eden. Then or now. “It wasn’t easy, but I got it together eventually.”

      “And you got married.”

      “Yeah, but she got tired of being married to a man who wasn’t all in.” I’d tried to blame her for being unreasonable, but in the end, I had to admit my wife deserved more than I could give her.

      “I always wondered why you haven’t had any serious relationships since your divorce. It all makes sense now.”

      “I’m not sure any of this makes sense, to be honest. I don’t even know where the hell to go from here.”

      “You start by going inside, because I know one thing for sure, my friend. You’ve been waiting half your life to prove to that girl how much you love her, and this is your chance.” He looked at me before reaching for the door handle. “She may fight you, let her. You’re resilient.” He grinned. “You can take it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Eden

      
      I couldn’t believe Austin had the audacity to show up at my house. I hadn’t answered his calls or responded to his texts. I didn’t speak to him at the funeral. Wasn’t it obvious I wanted nothing to do with him?

      Still, when I walked out on the patio alone to get a breath of fresh air, he was right behind me, making me feel things I didn’t want to feel.

      He was always doing that. And sometimes, like now, I hated him for that.

      “Go away, Austin.” It hurt just to say the words, because part of me wanted him gone, but the other part of me wanted to be wrapped up in the safe cocoon of his strong arms while he convinced me I’d find a way to get through this.

      He didn’t say a word, just walked to the edge of the stone patio overlooking the pool. His hands were in his pockets, and he seemed lost in thought. I knew that look, like he was in the zone.

      Austin was a creative genius. Not just a masterful producer but a talented wordsmith who’d co-written dozens of chart-topping songs, including mine. So, it wasn’t unusual for him to be lost in his thoughts, but today it pissed me off, because I wanted to know what he was thinking.

      “What?” I demanded. “What are you thinking?”

      He barely glanced at me when he said, “I was just trying to give you space.”

      “Then why are you still here?”

      “Because you are.”

      He had a way of slamming me with the most poignant words at the most inopportune time. When I didn’t want to feel. When I couldn’t process. When it was all just too much.

      “Why can’t you just take the hint?”

      I was mad at Laird for the choices he’d made. I was frustrated with the press who hadn’t given me a moment’s peace since he died. But I was crushed that Austin had been a better friend to my husband than he’d been to me. Because Austin was mine first.

      His lips curved in a slight smile. “We don’t make it in this cutthroat business by being soft, or giving up, do we?”

      “This isn’t business, Austin.” I walked further down the stone path, but still within earshot when I said, “It’s as personal as it gets.”

      He followed me down the path, like I knew he would. I didn’t want to have this conversation where just anyone could eavesdrop. Our record label had insisted on private security at the house, since Laird’s death, but that didn’t mean there weren’t reporters hiding in the bushes, who would love to break a story about an inappropriate relationship between me and my producer.

      When we’d reached the pool area, I scanned the trees and bushes surrounding our two-acre property. When I didn’t see anything suspicious, I turned to face the one man I thought I could trust. The one I believed would never lie to me or hurt me or deceive me.

      In our business, everyone needed that one person, and Austin was mine. My person.

      “I thought I could trust Laird.” My damp hands skimmed the full skirt of my black button- down dress. “I thought I could trust you. Now I feel like I can’t trust anyone.” I had my family and friends, and music fam. I was grateful for every one of them, but they weren’t Austin. I didn’t have the same history with anyone that I had with this man.

      “I know.” He didn’t try to defend himself, and I didn’t want to hear his excuses. “I made a mistake not telling you. I’m so sorry.”

      He’d apologized that night in my dressing room, and a dozen times via text and voice mail messages. Hearing it again wouldn’t change anything. It’s not like I would hold his ‘mistake’ against him forever. I couldn’t. We had to work together eventually, and the relationship between an artist and producer was built on mutual respect and trust.

      I just didn’t know if I could be his friend anymore. And when I thought about losing him as a friend, it was almost as bad as the loss I’d suffered when Laird’s plane went down.

      Maybe worse.

      “I know you are.” I curled my hands around my waist, feeling the need to protect myself. It was an unfamiliar feeling when it came to Austin. “But that doesn’t change the fact I need time to process everything.”

      “I get that.”

      It was hard to look at Austin and not feel something. Especially now that I knew my husband had been unfaithful to me for years.

      My ex-boyfriend was gorgeous and sexy and strong… and all the things that made me remember nights between the sheets when we wore each other out before watching the sunrise wrapped in each other’s arms.

      A shudder moved through me as the chemistry I’d tried to suppress for years re-surfaced.

      “You cold?” he asked, preparing to take his jacket off.

      “No.” That was so typical of him. Always looking out for me, always trying to take care of me. “Why do you have to be so…” I huffed before spitting out the only word that summed it up. “Hot?”

      His half-laugh revealed his surprise. “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know.” I sliced a hand through the air; fully aware I must sound a little crazy. “It’s so easy for you to win any woman over, looking like that. Sounding like that. Being… you.”

      He had a reputation in this town. A little broody and mysterious. Crazy – talented. The Song Whisperer, that’s what country artists called him.

      He shook his head, looking confused. “Edie, I don’t know where this is coming from or what this has to do with⁠—”

      “It’s years of…” I fisted the fabric of my dress in my hands, feeling the exasperation of all the unsaid words and unexpressed emotions bubbling up. “Watching you build this amazing career and life, the life we planned to have together, you bastard!”

      I stunned us both with that declaration. I blamed my inability to censor myself on the trainwreck that had become my life.

      He stared at me in shock for a few seconds before Tori called out to let me know some of my guests were getting ready to leave.

      “I have to get back inside,” I said, fighting back tears. “Please leave. I can’t do this now.”
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      Tori stayed behind long after the guests, caterers, and cleaning staff had left. We were sitting in my living room with a glass of wine when she finally turned to me and said, “I got the feeling I was interrupting a pretty intense conversation between you and Austin by the pool. What was that about?”

      Tori had become like a sister to me over the years. She’d walked the same path I had, trying to make a name for ourselves in a business where men still dominated certain circles. We’d had to be strong, to lift each other up, and persevere, whenever the business knocked us down.

      But it was still hard for me to talk to her about my relationship with Austin. He was her producer and good friend too. And I didn’t want anything I said about him to colour her opinion.

      “It’s about ancient history finally being unearthed.” I sighed, sinking a hand into my thick, wavy hair. It had been pinned up all day and felt good to finally let it loose.

      She took a sip of wine. “Hmm, that sounds interesting.”

      “You know me and Austin dated in high school and college.”

      “Of course, everyone knows that. But I got the feeling you didn’t want to talk about it, so I never asked.”

      “I couldn’t talk about it.” No matter how many years passed, it still felt raw. Like he’d broken my heart just yesterday, not fifteen years ago. “Austin keeping that secret from me, about Laird’s affairs, just re-opened the old wounds, I guess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      This was so hard to admit, even to myself, but I was going to lose my mind if I didn’t get it out.

      “Austin broke my heart in college. Like seriously, broke my heart. I couldn’t even imagine wanting to live without him.”

      Tori frowned. “You’re not saying you thought about ending your li⁠—”

      “I’m saying I was in a really dark place when we broke up.” I rarely let myself revisit those days, but I’d been thinking about them on repeat since Laird died. “I moved on the only way I knew how. With someone else.”

      “That’s when
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