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      Helen cradled the warm coffee between her hands as she walked down the street not seeing much of anything in front of her.

      The latte had been a gift from her friend Luisa who saw that she needed it. Helen had bought the pastry because it looked so good, but it was long since gone.

      The sidewalk moved almost rhythmically beneath her feet, her brain almost turned off. Once again, she found herself entangled in a past she’d like to leave far behind, but she still struggled to forget it.

      The cool mountain air brushed against her and she used it to remind herself this was a different place and a different time. She was here now.

      When she told a few of her friends in New York that she was moving just outside of Charlottesville, they'd asked her if she really wanted to do that? They warned her about the culture shock. Helen assured them that was exactly why she was moving.

      The air felt different, cleaner. Though it was trash day today on this street, the trash was in cans or bins, not piled on the sidewalk, stinking in the summer heat. She’d grown up in a town more like this than like the city. Though Charlottesville was definitely in the modern century, flashing ads didn’t assail her and tourists didn’t clog the walk.

      She was safe.

      She lifted the paper cup, sniffed at the heavenly aroma and took another sip. It was full of foam and hazelnut and sugar. She loved it.

      Still moving forward with no idea where she was going other than just “for a walk” she stepped to one side to avoid a couple coming the other direction. There were enough people to be busy, but the area wasn't crowded. Some of the people even said hello.

      She offered a smile, though it was small and a little tight.

      Then one bump sent her whole body on alert in a way she’d not learned how to control. A shoulder brushed against hers a little too harshly: a businessman walking down the street. She’d registered his briefcase, but not that he would move in close to her. Her senses all flared in an overreaction to being jostled.

      Then, her breath fled as she felt the touch of his hand too casually sliding down her ass as he passed by.

      Helen froze, her system flooding with shock and fear.

      It didn’t matter if she wanted to yell out that he was an asshole! Or that she should turn and punch him in the face. She was unable to react. And that might be the scariest thing of all.

      No. She told herself. She was overreacting.

      But she couldn't tell anymore.

      Maybe she could just turn around, ask him what the hell he'd been thinking. Just yell out on the quiet Charlottesville street, “Hey, asshole. What makes you think it's okay to grab a woman's ass?”

      But she did none of that. She simply tried to breathe through the flood of hormones that were too much and too pointless. Her shoulders were tense enough that if someone touched her, she might shatter like spun sugar.

      “Hey!”

      She registered the harsh voice though she couldn't process it.

      “Hey!” it said again, then, “Lady, are you okay? I almost ran into you.”

      Her head jerked up, her teeth grinding, the combination of anger and fear too strong to do much of anything else. But this wasn't the guy.

      “I’m okay,” she lied, forcing a smile. She’d been lying about that for a long time now. “I’m sorry.”

      Helen pushed her feet, one before the other, down the street, angry because she hadn't reacted the right way. Whatever that was.

      She’d come here to get over it! But she’d been here for months, and the past was still clinging like spiderwebs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi hit send on his review and immediately felt the tension leave his shoulders. It wasn't due for another five days but, the way his life went, if he didn't have things in early, they would be late. Something would come up and he could never predict how or when.

      That was the nature of the life he’d chosen. His anxiety was entirely self-imposed. The rest of it had not been his choice at all.

      He walked to the other side of the small cabin, to the tiny counter that held the tiny coffee pot. He was pretty sure Roz had stocked these places with smaller furniture and appliances to make the space seem bigger. Nothing could make it seem big.

      His large dog sleeping peacefully on the bed in the corner certainly made the place seem smaller.

      Levi had purposefully downgraded the coffee pot to the two-cup version. Very quickly, he’d realized he would drink all the coffee he brewed. So now he did. He poured the last of it into his too-big mug. Even though he knew limiting his intake was for the best, he felt his lip curl.

      Trying to savor the last drops, he reminded himself that life was good—or at least as good as it could be.

      The coffee was gone before he made it to the window. Each day, he stood here and spent at least a few minutes enjoying the view. Sometimes Lucky hopped up and joined him. Though half was blocked by the lush trees that grew just behind the cabin, the middle that peeked through was gorgeous. Mountains forever. Sometimes fog. The leaves were already starting to change and he was confident the color would turn bold and gorgeous. It reminded him he was small and insignificant.

      But none of the emotion penetrated the shell around him. He couldn’t avoid that he was three days away from the third anniversary of his life completely blowing up.

      He hated that he remembered the date. Levi did the best he could and promised himself that one day he wouldn't. Even now, he remembered the implosion clearly. The fallout had rained down for weeks and months afterward.

      His life looked so different now. Not at all what he had imagined back then.

      Embracing the change was hard. No matter how good anything was, it wasn’t as it was supposed to be. And all of it was his own fault. But he’d tried to press forward, be grateful for the opportunity and all that.

      Darius even talked him into a new haircut. It had taken his friend almost a year to get him to do it, but Darius was right. The cut did make him look younger. Levi just wasn't sure that's what he’d been going for.

      He took another sip from the mug, forgetting it was already empty. All that was left was the lingering scent. It was good enough he had to argue with himself about making a second pot.

      Beck had started roasting his own beans and Levi volunteered himself as a guinea pig. Some of the early batches had been a little hit and miss, but the dog trainer was really coming into his own with this one.

      After a few moments, Levi moved to the sink, washing the smell away and leaving the mug in the small rack to dry. It was time to move to the next thing.

      Just three steps into the corner, he lifted the delivery box onto the table. Cutting it open, he found two new things to review. He’d landed this job after writing a handful of reviews on his own, just because he wanted to.

      On the one hand, this was a fantastic gig. He got free gear from some of his favorite sporting companies—all he had to do was add his reviews to the company blog. At this point, the blog entries were almost all his. On the other hand, it didn't pay all that well, but it gave him far more freedom to simply up and leave if a call came in.

      Unfortunately, it also meant he worked from the tiny cabin. He didn't drive into town. He didn't have a job where he worked side by side with his peers or even just other humans.

      At least he didn’t have to put on a suit and tie. In the past two years he’d come to hate his old uniform. Levi now only owned one that was stuffed in the far corner of the closet.

      The last time he pulled it out had been to attend his cousin's wedding. He’d tried not to think that the sucker didn't know what the fuck he was getting into.

      Pushing the packing material aside, he pulled out a six pack of socks. Might as well do his initial impressions now, he thought. He could get ahead, because if someone went missing he never knew how long he would be gone.

      Pulling out a small pad of paper and a pen, he made a few notes as he pulled the socks out. They were thick, soft, and looked like they might stay up during a good activity. He might pass a few to Ian to try.

      While Levi didn't have a job to go to or co-workers to joke with, there was at least a community here on top of the mountain—small though it might be.

      He didn’t feel like putting the socks on, maybe later. Then he looked back at the second item. There was a box inside the first box, so he’d not seen exactly what it was.

      Now, he read the back, his brows pulling together in a frown. Lucky, awake now and seeming to read his expression offered a small whine. When Levi flipped the box over to see the front, it only got worse.

      Oh, hell no.
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      Leaning back into the couch, Helen sipped at her wine before setting it on the teak end table. The pajamas were maybe a little bit much for being by herself. But wasn't she always here by herself? And she liked the pajamas.

      Cradling the phone between her hands, she watched as the chat went back and forth.

      Chandler and Rick had gotten serious. Chandler was debating asking him to move in with her since she had the nicer place. Jenna and Luisa were making sure she wasn’t taking on a mooch.

      Jenna’s side was clear. — you don’t need a child when you don’t have children yet!

      — just bc he earns less than me . . .

      Helen understood Chandler’s argument, but the others had been concerned not about his income, but about his lack of drive.

      —that’s not it!

      Luisa had even changed her name in the chat, a constant reminder that she wasn't truly Gabi, like they’d all believed. Helen understood that she was the same person, though. Luisa’s secrets had run deep. Her own felt stupid in comparison.

      — it’s not about money. Helen added. — it’s about whether he’s expecting you to take care of him.

      There. She’d participated enough to let them know that she was still here, but she worried her lip between her teeth. It shouldn't be this big of a deal to tell her best friends.

      Waiting until the pauses became a little longer between messages, she went for it. Her thumbs moved back and forth, and she hit Send before she could take it back.

      — I need a job.

      She looked at it, sitting there like a brick. She’d known for a while now, but it sat like a brick in her stomach. She didn’t want a job, hated to admit that she was scared of what she might find.

      Though her savings was nowhere near depleted, the numbers were definitely getting lower. If she kept on the way she was, she would run out of money completely.

      She told herself she had needed the down time to recoup. But she didn't feel recouped. Not in any way at all. She’d taken all this time off! If it wasn't going to work, it wasn't going to work.

      — Don't you have one? Chandler replied. Quickly followed by Jenna. — I thought you already had two!

      — volunteer gigs. Helen answered back quickly. She worked at the local Legal Center and at Jade River Sanctuary. She loved both places and she loved the work she did but she needed to be paid more than just good feelings.

      Helen was also confident that getting hired at either place wouldn’t begin to pay anywhere near what she was worth. What she was used to.

      — What prompted this? Jenna asked.

      — money

      Might as well be honest.

      Then she added — time

      She didn't add a man grabbed my ass on the street and I freaked out so hard I couldn’t breathe. I almost didn't recognize myself.

      There was a lot about herself that she hadn't recognized since she'd left New York.

      There were a few more questions, narrowing down her needs and there were three replies that they would all keep their eyes open. Not that any of them would likely be able to connect her to what she wanted.

      The four had all worked in the same coffee shop in Texas. Helen had gone on to law school. Luisa—then Gabi—had promoted up and now managed the whole region here in Virginia. She was the reason Helen was here.

      Chandler and Jenna had both headed their own ways. But she didn’t think any of them would find her a high paying, part time, legal gig.

      Case in point, when they asked her what she wanted in a job, she simply wasn’t able to answer. Certainly not something in the corporate world she'd come from. She’d mistakenly built a whole life around the work, not realizing just how easily that life could crumble. One shove and it all had come tumbling down in the most painful of ways.

      She’d had a plan and a list, and she’d checked every single box. If anyone had asked her, she would have said she was happy. But she wondered now if she ever had been.

      But that was more of the past pushing its way into the present. She told herself over and over again just move forward. Yet things like this morning reminded her that maybe she wasn’t capable.

      She needed something mentally challenging enough to keep her invested. She wanted something that had a positive impact on the world. If she could just find something that paid well enough, but didn't take too much of her time away from the volunteering jobs that she loved . . .

      She sounded like a rank idiot. Like one of those people who lived in a dream world and thought they could find some magical unicorn of a job. It wasn’t going to happen.

      Setting the phone down again as the conversation faded away, she took another sip of wine. She wasn’t getting drunk . . . but she could.

      Did she really want a pity party? Did she want to become the woman who drank alone in her apartment? Or was she already that woman?

      Helen looked around the small third floor, one-bedroom unit. The building was only passably new. It was well enough constructed, but certainly not in the same style as the newer complexes going up around town. She had moved here because her friend was here, not because she loved the place.

      What would her old New York friends say if they saw her here?

      The only things that had survived of the New York Helen they knew were the haircut and the bougie pajamas. Then again, when was the last time she'd spoken to any of them?

      Her heart twisted. Just like it did every time she thought back. She kept pushing the painful thought away, but each time it came up, she found it had been longer and longer since any of them had reached out.

      The people she had thought would be her lifelong friends had been nothing of the sort.

      Even the ones who believed her.
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      Levi finished his second beer, enjoying the feel of heat from the dying fire. He'd had two, not enough to feel a buzz, but enough to relax.

      The flames were low so he could see across to the other side now. Some of the Jade River Sanctuary crew had already left as the conversation slowed.

      He called out to the other side. “How'd you like those socks, Ian?”

      His friend and fellow search and rescue handler was curled up next to Su, one of the sanctuary workers. Ian tipped up at the sound, aiming his face to where he’d heard Levi’s voice.

      Ian was slowly regaining his sight, but there was no guessing if he would regain all of it or when. Ian was adapting to his new reality, and the sanctuary team had been making good use of him training the seeing eye dogs.

      Levi was ashamed to admit he was tamping down his visceral reaction to Ian's blindness. Because Ian had been doing exactly what Levi and Darius were still doing when he’d fallen. And the fear that it could happen to any of them at any time ran deep.

      But Ian and Su were working out a way to have his remaining dog, Felony, still go out on cadaver searches. It wasn't possible for him to do those alone without better vision, but at least it also wasn't as time demanding as a missing persons search could be.

      Levi told himself Ian’s accident was one of those one in a million things, and that he hoped if it ever happened to him, he handled it with half the grace Ian had. Across the fire, Ian lifted the leg of his pants, showing off the white socks with the identifying orange band in Levi’s general direction.

      “They're comfy, but a little overwarm today.”

      “Maybe better for cooler weather?” Levi asked. He would definitely include that in his review. He’d felt something was a little off but hadn't placed it. Ian was right.

      Next to him, Darius nudged him with an elbow. “It's getting chilly, and I didn't bring a jacket. I'm heading back. Are you coming?”

      For whatever reason, Levi said no. He and Darius had moved in on the mountain top at the same time. They'd been roommates before, but the little cabins allowed them to each have their own space. Still, the sanctuary was a small, tight-knit group and it had taken the two a while to integrate.

      Levi had gone to dinners when he could, learned ASL to communicate with Devin, and even helped out with a few trainings here and there. It wasn’t much, but he felt comfortable enough to hang out by himself.

      Though, he realized there were only a few of them left now. Brandy and Ash had left a while ago, Brandy was starting to look very pregnant. Luisa and Devin had not showed up tonight, something about one of Luisa's friends.

      “All right,” Roz announced with a sigh, hands on her knees as she stood up. “I’m taking the cooler back.”

      Next to her, Beck stood, too. “I've got it.”

      The cooler was some mobile thing with all terrain wheels on it—a bit bougie for sitting on old logs around a pit dug out of the dirt. Levi watched Beck follow Roz towards the big lodge at the front of the property. Beck would be walking past his own cabin to get there.

      But Levi let it go, because Su and Ian were standing up, hands clasped. “Good night.” Then they were off, too. He and Helen were the only ones left.

      She was sitting right next to him. She’d not gotten up to leave. Did it mean something? Had she noticed his interest and decided to return it?

      “Cheers!” She lifted her beer and tipped it at him, her voice overbright.

      He'd had two, but she'd had four, maybe five. He hadn't been counting, but it was impossible not to notice she was much further down the rabbit hole than he was.

      Sighing, she tipped the bottle back finishing it off. She looked around for a moment, puzzled, before she cradled the glass in close as if it were something special. She'd probably been looking for the trash Roz had just taken.

      “I guess I don't get another one,” Helen sighed.

      “Do you need another?” Shit. It was not his place to ask.

      “Probably not!” It was too cheerful. At least she wasn't offended. “We should probably pack it in.”

      But she swayed a touch like she was just happy to be sitting there. Her own jacket was clutched closed in one fist as if working the zipper was a little too much for her right now.

      “You're not driving home.” Levi had tried to say it as a question, but it hadn’t come out that way. Helen lived at the bottom of the mountain.

      “I'll be fine!” She waved him off. “You can go if you want. I'll just stay here until I sober up.”

      He was close enough to feel a small amount of warmth radiating from her happy shrug. She might think that, but he wasn’t willing to read about her accident or—God forbid, obituary—in the morning. He did not trust anyone to get sober enough. Hell, he wasn't sure he trusted her enough to find her way to the front lot tonight.

      Sitting quietly a few more minutes, he let the silence settle between them as the last of the fire crackled. It was now their job to put it out. His hands were starting to get a little chilly despite the jacket.

      It might be the end of summer, but they were up high on the mountain. The sanctuary sat at the very top and was embedded deep in the woods. At the edges of the property though, the views were spectacular. Even right there, they were only a short hike to a cliff where you could see seven miles or more.

      He was not letting Helen stay out here by herself.

      “I'll get the fire,” he volunteered and waited for her to do something. But she kept her hand curled around the bottle, holding it close. One leg crossed over the other, her foot bounced to silent music in a sneaker that looked way too expensive to be out here in the woods. In fact, a lot of the things she wore looked too expensive to be here.

      At least she wasn't in heels.

      In a few moments, he’d kicked enough dirt onto the fire that he was willing to stamp the rest of it out. Helen didn't react.

      “Come on.” He held a hand out to her but she waved him away again, her soft smile glowing.

      “I'll just stay.”

      “No, I'm taking you to the lodge.” He would have put her in one of the cabins—they were closer—but he had no idea if any of them were ready. There might not be sheets on the beds.

      Helen protested one more time, but he was already pulling her to her feet. Helen wasn’t quite sober enough to protest.

      “Fine, let's go.” She said it as if she were the one leading the way.

      Levi turned her, pointing her toward the lodge and followed her, thinking at least from back here he could catch her if she stumbled or tripped. She did a few times. And, at one point, the hand not holding the bottle came up, her finger moving back and forth in the air as if she were conducting music only she could hear.

      Definitely not sober enough to drive.

      Definitely enough woman to hold his attention. He liked her when she was sober and speaking her mind. It had a little bit of a kick to it—something he hadn’t realized he needed until recently. He’d just learned she was adorable when she was drunk.

      Heading in the back door, they passed Roz's office. Though it was closed, he could hear voices inside. Levi had intended to ask about putting Helen in one of the rooms, but he'd been here long enough to know Roz would just give her a room and he knew enough to not interrupt the boss.

      Finding the first room empty, he suggested to Helen that she lie down. In the few moments he checked out the room and made sure she had everything she needed, she sprawled across the bed, out cold.

      Levi shook his head, reached over, and pulled the bottle from her hands. She wouldn’t want to wake up with that. Pulling the door closed behind him, he headed back down the hall, thinking he could leave a note for Roz. When he found nothing to write on, he texted.

      It was late but that would be better than her waking up and being scared shitless that somebody else was in the lodge.

      Levi was headed out the back door when he again passed the closed door to Roz's office. Only this time, the voices were a little louder. This time he didn't have Helen distracting him.

      “We'll need to hire someone else.”

      “Why?”

      Roz's voice came back with a sad shrug. “I think we're going to be losing Helen soon.”

      Levi wasn’t prepared for the kick in his chest.
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      Groaning hard, Helen put a hand to her head. It took her a moment, looking through slitted eyes to figure out where she was.

      Each time her heart beat, the pulse pushed at her skull. She squeezed with her hands as if that could make any difference. The light was far too bright, the window not closed, the bed definitely not her own.

      Sitting up, she heard a noise that must have been her own groan. Her lip curled and her face squinched before she realized she was in one of the rooms of the lodge.

      How had she'd gotten here? She wasn’t sure, but she thought she knew why.

      Clearly, she’d not been sober the night before. Even if she wanted to dispute it the pain behind her eyes and the cotton in her mouth told the truth.

      Two nights ago, she'd been drinking wine by herself in her apartment. Then last night she'd had how many beers around the bonfire?

      Time to stop.

      She’d seen it happen with friends in New York. They started drinking casually and then casually drank more and more. One of Josh's friends had been highly functional, but an alcoholic nonetheless. She'd watched as each thing that happened, good or bad, became an excuse to drink.

      She'd not fallen into a bottle herself before she left New York, despite everything. Despite Josh turning out not to be the man she'd believed. Despite the way the battle for promotion had gone. Despite how things had fallen out at the office. She remembered those who believed her about some of it, and those who believed her not at all.

      Her stomach churned now, but lying back down would only make it worse. Sucking in a deep breath through her nose calmed her and she hoped that this would be the only reminder she needed not to drink more.

      She'd been at the bonfire last night. Then this morning was⁠—

      Oh shit!

      Friday! Swinging her feet quickly to the floor, she jumped up. The roll of her stomach told her that that was a very bad idea. She was due at the Legal Center at⁠—

      Frantically, she looked around though the alarm on the bedside table showed red numbers, it blinked. She wouldn't have trusted it anyway. Patting herself down, she tried to find her phone. She was still in her jeans and sneakers and jacket and—thank God—her phone was still in the pocket.

      She pulled it out to see that it had 4% battery left. Son of a bitch. But it did tell her that she was not going to make it down the mountain, in and out of the shower, and to The Legal Center before ten a.m. She had appointments today. Dammit!

      Throwing the door open, Helen bolted through the lodge. Only briefly did she catch Devin out of the corner of her eye. She waved, forced a grin, and slammed her way out the front. There was no time to stop.

      At her car, she tugged on the locked door. Good job. She rolled her eyes, but she needed her keys. Patting herself down again, she found them in her back pocket.

      Clicking the button twice, she climbed in and was starting the engine and putting it into reverse before thinking. Only then did it occur to her to look in the rearview mirror.

      Oh Holy hell.

      She wondered what Devin had thought of her. Had anyone else seen?

      Though she’d been hoping that she could bypass the shower, there was no way that would be okay. Peeling her tongue from the roof of her mouth, she patted at her hair and hunted for her car charger, because that was the only way she was going to be able to message that she was running late.

      She tried using voice-to-text to tell her phone to tell the center to please ask her first appointment to wait.

      She must have had more cotton in her mouth than she knew, because the message came out ridiculously scrambled and she spent a few more precious minutes retyping it. At last, she hit send and tore her way down the mountain.

      She was going to be late. The only upside was that she was almost never late, so at least this wasn't a pattern.

      Or it wasn’t to them, but Helen was starting to see the problems for herself.

      She'd moved here because Luisa was here. It had been good to arrive and have a friend welcoming her into a ready-made circle. Through Luisa’s boyfriend Devin, she’d gotten the position volunteering at the Jade River Sanctuary, helping to train the service dogs. It was absolutely not anything remotely in her forte, but they were willing to train her, and it was deeply rewarding.

      She'd gone to the Legal Center as well. Walking in the door and taking on a few cases pro bono. It would look good on her resume when she went back to work, and it was the kind of thing she loved. Though that was the reason she went to law school in the first place, she reminded herself, she’d changed partway through and became interested in becoming a constitutional lawyer or even a contract lawyer.

      She and Josh had fit in nicely at Steinman & Steinman. One of the founding partners, Max, had even commented that she was a nice Jewish girl though she hardly practiced anymore. But she knew when Passover was, and she talked to him about Hanukkahs from when she was a child.

      Stupidly, she’d believed that ‘in’ gave her a certain level of protection. When the facade crumbled brick by brick, she’d found she wasn't that surprised. She knew what Kris Cadnor was. It was her fault for not doing anything before. But she was devastated by Josh. Some days now, she wondered how she had managed to have such an amicable divorce, how she'd gotten through the whole thing without throwing something at his head.

      Taking the next turn hand over hand, Helen realized she was going a little fast. Skidding off the road would ruin the entire day, not just make her a little bit late. Lifting her foot off the gas, she let the car coast until she slowed down.

      But driving slower needed less of her mind. She tried to focus on the winding road, but her brain wandered, and she reevaluated it all once again.

      The pounding in her head told her the truth: She'd come here to build a new life, but instead she was falling apart.
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      Beck tried not to stomp his way through the woods. He was an adult, not a toddler, but for a moment he thought maybe he should let it all out. At least no one would see him.

      Sure enough, as soon as he thought that, he passed Su and Ian. Even Ian seemed to sense the dark cloud that hovered around him. Only the dog, Felony, with her tail wagging wildly as she tugged at her leash to come see him, made him smile. Beck leaned down and scratched her behind the ears. He could feel his body relax as the dog did.

      But he had only a moment, because he was still cranky. Offering a tight smile to the humans, and realizing he needed to say something because Ian couldn't see it, he added, “Just heading back.”

      If they replied or nodded, he'd turned away too quickly to catch it. He might have closed his cabin door just a little too hard, but the units were set far enough apart that, unless someone was really loud, they wouldn't hear.

      Beck leaned against the door inside the small space and breathed out slowly. He was one of the few people who’d literally had anger management classes. They'd been required in prison. He'd also had to pass with flying colors before he was allowed to work with the dogs—and he’d desperately wanted to work with the dogs.

      They even had a few cats that he fostered, but it wasn’t like the training work that he’d turned out to have a real talent for. Who would have guessed? It seemed the same skills he’d once used to cajole at risk kids to moving illegal drugs for him also worked on eager dogs.

      Looking down at his feet, Beck thought about the space. The mountain top was full, but his little home was empty of all save himself. A cat might be a nice thing right about now. The cabin was too small though, and Ash was always warning them about the dangers cats would face if they were outdoor, or even indoor/outdoor.

      He shook it all off. He didn't even need an anger management class for this. He wasn't angry at Roz, just frustrated. She’d been saying again this morning how they likely needed to hire someone and simultaneously that they couldn't afford it.

      As usual, Beck assured her they’d manage, but she wasn’t listening this time.

      She'd been running the sanctuary on forward payments. Constantly doing things before they had the money to do them. As soon as she had one paid back, she would spend into the next thing.

      He’d suggested maybe they didn’t increase the number of dogs they took on for a couple of cycles—at least until the operation balanced out fiscally. Roz wasn’t hearing it. She didn’t want to train what they were best at or what paid out the most in grant money. She wanted to work for the most underserved community.

      He loved her for it, but right now he could spit nails.

      It was more important to keep everyone employed and all the dogs in kibble.

      “It’s not like early days!” she’d protested.

      Beck agreed. He’d been here since the beginning, when there was just a little bit of grant money lying around, before they’d put a single dog into a home that needed it. But at times she still operated like a Main Line Blue Blood who could just go do something else if this didn’t work out.

      Still, she had her mind set on growth, while his was on stability. It was definitely one way his blue-collar brain worked differently than hers. She wasn’t a bad businesswoman at all. He had no idea who else could have made the sanctuary happen, but he would have tightened the reins at least a little.

      Roz was still paying Brandy back for her fortuitous loan, and he watched as the boss rushed to pour every penny into that despite there being a reasonable agreement drawn up. Brandy and Ash were expecting a baby within a handful of months and Roz didn't want to be sitting on their savings. Even that didn’t stop her from trying to still move forward.

      They’d gone back and forth about it this morning, never coming to an agreement. Even so, none of that was what upset him. Roz could disagree with him all she wanted, but Thursday night at the bonfire, she had leaned into him.

      He remembered once before, when they were the last two sitting on the logs. The flames and the setting had been enough. He could still breathe in the feel of her mouth on his.

      Thursday night, he’d intended to wait everyone out, see if he could run a repeat scene. Instead, Roz hopped up, declaring herself ready to take the trash, and he found himself in her office with the door closed. But, instead of grabbing him and kissing him—which he would have greatly appreciated—she’d begun to talk about who they could and couldn't hire. How they were likely to lose their volunteer and so on.

      She'd invited him around the desk to look at the numbers. When he leaned over her shoulder, his eyes had practically fallen closed as he inhaled the subtle scent of her expensive perfume. It was a gut deep reaction each time she was near.

      Though he’d leaned in, Beck couldn't remember if he meant to or not. Roz had subtly leaned away.

      This morning, they’d played the same game. The two of them standing so close that this had to be something more than what it was on paper. Yet, each time he even began to make a move, she softly pulled back.

      It wasn't a coincidence. He knew to take no for an answer and he sure as hell wasn't going to push Roz into anything she didn't want.

      But damn. It felt like she wanted it as much as he did. Beck had no clue how to convince her that he could absolutely live without hiring another employee, but he wasn't sure how much longer he could go without her.

      The memory of her lips touching his snaked into his brain as he stood there, breathing heavily at the back of his door, alone in his cabin. The feel of her arms sneaking around his neck and holding on to him infiltrated his very being. She’d leaned into him like she wanted him.

      Beck wasn't sure how much longer he could go before he cracked and did something really stupid.
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      “I didn't see you Friday morning. Did you sleep okay?”

      Helen’s head turned sharply to the voice.

      It was Levi. She knew the sound of him anywhere. Something about his voice rolled through her bloodstream, warming her like a good bourbon or maybe with a little more kick like a tequila. The subtle looks he gave her definitely inflated her self esteem.

      “I did okay,” she told him. It was the best she could do without lying. She had not woken up well, but she didn’t remember the sleep part, so that must have been all right. She’d been safe in a room with the door closed.

      “Thank you,” she added, realizing that though she didn't remember any of it, he must have asked because he’d been the one to put her there.

      A smile formed at the edges of her mouth. It was past time to admit she was developing herself a handy little crush on Levi. She felt her smile change as she realized how not good that would be. But he had already waved and walked away.

      He and Lucky must be out for morning exercises. There was just something about the search and rescue guys—something good deep in their hearts. They were always willing to risk themselves when other people needed it. Even when others were stuck because they’d done something really stupid, the searchers treated them like anyone else.

      Even Ian had almost lost everything and at no point did it seem like he resented the job or even the accident. She was definitely putting Levi Herrera in that hero category, and she could not afford to have any feelings for him. She was still far too entangled with everything else.

      Fear and anger still shot through her every time she thought of Kris. Thinking of Josh brought on bitterness and resentment. She alternated between telling herself that she didn't deserve what he'd done and that she deserved every minute of it for being stupid enough to dig the hole he buried her in.

      “Helen?” the new voice cut through her thoughts.

      Lynzee was in charge of this morning's training. Beck, it seemed, had the day off. The sanctuary ran trainings seven days a week with a few exceptions for holidays, Helen had found. Roz simply rotated the staff and volunteers making sure everyone had their due time off.

      Lynzee was the youngest, but one of the best, despite looking her age. Her hair was now pale blonde with streaks of purple. Her clothing, usually black, often had shots of purple and deep burgundy with the occasional streak of bright pink or yellow. She stopped shy of black lipstick.

      None of that changed the fact that she was beyond competent and knew far more about this than Helen did. Helen tried to listen. “Sorry.”

      “We can't lose focus when we're training because the dogs have to have absolute focus.”

      Helen nodded mutely, her eyes darting side to side at the others who were working that morning, too. Devin, Su, Ian and Ash didn't look at her. They just simply stood beside their dogs at attention, keeping the dogs focused on them.

      Trying not to flush was pointless. She was a damn volunteer, she shouldn’t feel this way. But it wasn’t Lynzee’s fault. It was her own.

      Lynz had even been kind enough to say “we” when she clearly meant “Helen.”

      With a quick nod that she was on it, Helen ripped her attention away from Levi, from Josh, from New York and the two jobs she’d looked at already, and she helped put the dogs through their paces. Once she was going, she was happier, enjoying using the little clip-on treat pack that she'd been given for training.

      A few hours later, she was plenty warm from the late summer day. Lynzee had dismissed her and Ash and Devin. Helen was left to watch the other three walk away, headed out with the dogs on another outing. She wanted to go with them, just for something to keep her thoughts from wandering to bad places. But they didn't need one-to-one training and she was done for the day.

      Back in the lodge, she was putting her borrowed training supplies away when she heard footsteps behind her. “Hey, Helen. Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      Turning, Helen tried to smile despite the way her insides tightened. She'd never been a fan of we need to talk in any form. But she waited for Roz to motion her into the office, the closing of the door behind her only more ominous. She tried not to swallow noticeably.

      It looked like this would be a serious sit down but she should have known better. That wasn't Roz's style. Instead, the woman smiled and shook her head. “I've been hearing rumors. Are we going to lose you?”

      Oh. This. At least she wasn’t fired for being a dumbass today.

      Still, there was no good way to answer. Helen wasn't psychic enough to predict any future, so she told Roz pretty much exactly that. “I am in need of a job—one that will cover my bills. Depending on what it looks like, I don't know if I'll be able to continue to volunteer here.”

      “You also volunteer down at the Legal Center, right?”

      She nodded. She wanted to tell Roz she was mostly looking at legal jobs—she’d paid a damn lot for law school after all. That might mean she wouldn't want to volunteer in legal work on the side as well. Which might make her more likely to stay here. She wanted to tell Roz that she loved being on top of the mountain. She liked the fresh air and the people. She liked having a dog for a handful of hours every week.

      It wasn't quite the same as having a companion of her own. But she didn't have to worry about leaving them home when she had to go to her job all day or anything like that. Even though she opened her mouth, she couldn't seem to say any of those things.

      A look crossed Roz's face. She reached out and put a soft hand on Helen’s arm. “Are you okay?”

      There was something in the tone that Helen understood. Roz absolutely could have been saying You look like you're about ready to fall apart.

      Unable to lie and say she was fine, Helen offered a tight smile and a nod even as she felt the tears forming at the edges of her eyes. She was supposed to be okay by now! It was all supposed to be over and in the past.

      Trying again to push out the word yes, she found she could only say “I will be.”

      She couldn't do anything more without breaking down. The touch of Roz's hand had almost been permission to let go, but Helen couldn't seem to let it happen. She turned and bolted out the door, hollering a quick goodbye over her shoulder, as if it would fool anyone into thinking that she was all right.

      She drove down the mountain with tears streaming down her face, not remembering the drive at all. But she pulled up in front of her own apartment building and looked up at the worn siding that hadn't been cleaned often enough. Thoughts pushed in, reminding her she was living now on no income. On the other end of the spectrum, she also compared it to the flashy new apartment building she and Josh had shared in New York.

      How shiny her life had been back then. And how rotten it had been underneath. So decayed that she could still feel it deep in her bones despite shedding every piece of it she could.

      Gripping the steering wheel, Helen sat in the still car as the tears flowed freely. She finally admitted she knew who she needed to call. But right then her phone buzzed with a text.

      Not who she was expecting at all.

      Helen could only stare. Ashley was messaging her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Levi rubbed his shampoo into his hair, lathering it and changing his mind at least three times. Then he got soap in his eyes, so he took it as a sign.

      It should only take two minutes to take care of the new haircut. But he lingered in the small cabin shower. Maybe he was just restless because he hadn't gone out on a call in days.

      Darius had headed upstate to visit his mother. Levi’s daughters weren’t going to stay with him for a while. He was ahead on his reviews, and they were scheduled to post. Unfortunately, he couldn’t get paid to just crank them out whenever he thought about it.

      He still needed to return the collapsible shit-in-a-bucket device he’d been sent. They would need to find another outdoorsier outdoorsman to try that. He had a cabin, with running water and AC and a fridge. And what he thought might be the most important now: a toilet that flushed. He would stick to socks and shirts and even bear spray, but he was not going to stoop . . . well, to stooping on a bucket.

      He was also getting the antsy feeling that if he didn't do something soon about Helen, he might lose the opportunity. Even though he kept telling himself it wasn't an opportunity that he needed. He’d already changed his mind three times in the shower. He should ask her out. He shouldn’t. He definitely should.

      Still, he was no longer freshly divorced. Looking back, he couldn't even pretend that the marriage had still been any kind of marriage by the time they split. The bombshell Misha had dropped on him had been a complete surprise but only because he hadn't been paying attention at all.

      Something he was oh-so-thrilled to learn about himself in the past year.

      She had deserved more than he'd given her.

      While he was trying to learn better and be better now, Misha would never benefit from the wheels she had set in motion. He deserved to be treated better than she treated him, too.

      As much as he regretted the things he'd done and the signs he'd missed, as much as he had fixed, still none of it had been fair to the girls. Not the way he'd made blanket decisions, telling himself and them that everything was just fine when it wasn’t.

      Levi would never want to go back. Once that cat was out of the bag it was impossible to pretend again. Even if he still missed the pretty picture of a family that he'd held somewhere at the core of him for the longest time.

      At least now his girls wouldn’t grow up in an empty household. They would see Misha find someone who treated her better and they would learn that they deserved better, too.

      That was the sharpest arrow, right to his heart.

      All that time he’d been brushing off the things he should have paid closer attention to, he’d been teaching his girls they didn’t need to demand better.

      So now they were mostly with Misha, but that would change, and he wouldn’t have any control over it. Not coming home to his kids every night seemed a fitting punishment for a man who’d thought the family ran itself and he didn’t really need to do anything but mow the lawn and fix the gutters.

      Understanding that it was a karma he deserved didn’t make it hurt less.

      And how long could he keep them on inflatable mattresses at the cabin?

      Josie could handle it for a few more years, but Amelia was getting older.

      When he lived with Darius, he had to get a hotel room for him and the girls. Not because of any issue with Darius, but simply because it wasn't fair to either the girls or his roommate to put them in the same place. He’d missed searches to make his days with his kids. He’d called off early to meet the girls.

      Because he’d realized only far too late the kind of dedication the life he really wanted would take.

      He waffled again. Where would Helen fit into that?

      It was far too early to be thinking that. He’d barely considered asking her out. It wasn’t a pumpkin/midnight/glass slipper and you’re married forever kind of thing.

      Hell, Misha was dating before they were even divorced. Possibly
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