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      For those who are still learning that to be a people pleaser is to restrain one’s freedom to be themselves.

      Be kind, be thoughtful, but do it all whilst being unforgivably you.
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      My darling reader, we meet again. And for those who are new to my work, hey babe!

      Thank you (either for the first time or yet again) for giving my work a chance. I hope that Oakleigh and Finley’s story is something that brings you joy and catharsis.

      As usual with me, just a couple of things before you start reading:

      I always tend to introduce some kind of challenge for myself when writing my novels and for this one, it was writing Finley’s character. In this novel—and I suppose in every novel in the Eaglewood series—Finn has a pretty noticeable form of OCD. With the first book in this series, it was easy for me to write about Gus’s Autism as I was writing about a part of myself; however, with this, I completely threw myself into the deep end.

      I do not have OCD, but I do know one very special human who does, and she has guided me through it so that I am able to be respectful and accurate in my depiction. I hope that I have done it justice and have successfully brought to light some of the challenges for those with OCD. I want people to be seen in my novels and to feel represented. If I haven’t managed to do this in this book, then please … blame my bestie as she didn’t give accurate advice.

      Just kidding! I take full responsibility if this hasn’t hit the spot for you. But, either way, I hope that you enjoy and will once again have a delightful time in Eaglewood with the gang.
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      FINN

      
        
        Eight months ago

      

      

      I’m really regretting not drinking more. One drink means I’m fit enough to drive not just myself home but also my sister’s best friend. My sister’s best friend, who I’ve been stupidly in love with since my sister, Wren, first brought her home all those years ago.

      It’s taking everything in me not to say anything; to not say that I like her shorts that have sunflowers sewn onto them, even though wearing shorts in the middle of fall is crazy; or that I think the red tinge to her cheeks brings out the mahogany notes in her eyes.

      What I said to her before we left the bar was true—that I don’t want Wren crying over her best friend going missing on her way home. What I didn’t say, is that the thought of something happening to her causes my stomach to churn, because even though I pretend to hate her, she’s still pretty high up on my list of people that I care about, and I would rain hell down on anyone who touches her.

      “Have you ever heard of a speed limit?” Oakleigh asks beside me, arms crossed over her exposed cleavage while she shivers in the passenger seat. I reach over to the center console and jam the button that turns on her seat warmer with a fake roll of my eyes.

      “Have you ever heard of dressing for cold weather?”

      “What I wear is none of your damn business.”

      “And how I drive is none of yours. Not all of us drive around like we want to make it into the very emergency room that we work in.”

      She huffs and falls further into her seat.

      “Seriously, Cherry, it’s the middle of fall, for fuck’s sake. You’ve been shivering ever since we left the bar.”

      “No, no, no.” She sends a glare in my direction. “Don’t you dare try and give me the big-brother tone. And I’ve told you a million times to stop calling me that!”

      “There is absolutely nothing ‘brotherly’ about my tone, I can promise you that. And even if I did see you as a little sister—which I definitely don’t—I’m smart enough to know that you’re way too stubborn to listen.”

      “Wow, you definitely don’t see me as your little sister?” She fakes a sniffle. “That hurts my feelings.” In my peripheral, I see her start to dab at her pretend tears.

      “Oh, please. You’re trying to tell me that you see me as a brother?” My nausea increases as I wait impatiently for her answer.

      “Hell, no.” She scoffs. “You will forever remain nothing more than my best friend’s annoying older brother.”

      My own scoff is a pathetic attempt to hide the hitch in my breath as I keep my eyes trained on the dark country road ahead. My hands clench the steering wheel so hard the leather squeaks, and my shoulders are now tighter than a tourniquet.

      “What’s the scoff for?” she asks defensively.

      “What scoff?”

      “The one you just did.”

      “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      She turns toward me. “Wait, are you upset that I friend-zoned you?”

      “Believe it or not, Cherry, not everyone is interested in you.” I am, but that’s beside the point. “And for the record, you didn’t friend-zone me, you best-friend’s brothered me, which is a whole level above friend-zone. You’ve not just made it unlikely we’d ever get together, you’ve made it unsanctioned.”

      “Why are you explaining how it’s worse, if you’re not interested?” I don’t need to look at her to know she’s smirking as though she’s won.

      Maybe she hit a nerve. Maybe she almost managed to unknowingly goad me into reacting rashly. Maybe my chest is feeling tight right now thanks to the violent sting of rejection.

      Maybe…

      Fuck, I don’t know.

      Other than a light chuckle, she thankfully remains silent, but I know that’s only because her silent victory could be felt by the wild animal in the forest either side of the road we’re on. Her shivering has ceased thanks to the seat warmer, so I’m able to fully concentrate on the dark country road.

      Our friends all live in Eaglewood, a small town known mostly for its pumpkins and abundance of bakeries. Oakleigh lives two towns over, in Beckford, a slightly bigger town that is one of five (including Eaglewood) to surround Lake Carlow. The drive is mostly pitch-black until you meet the main roads in Beckford, so thankfully, it’s too dark for me to get distracted admiring the woman beside me.

      By the time I pull up outside of Oakleigh’s cottage, I hear soft, steady breathing beside me. My fake enemy is curled up on the passenger seat, eyes closed, her face curtained by dirty-blonde hair. The strands shift as she exhales a long breath, telling me that she’s fast asleep. No wonder her jabs had ceased.

      With a rather violent exhale, I hop out of my car, making my way round to her side. I’m about to open the door when I freeze, my hand halfway to the handle. Carrying her inside isn’t what someone who’s meant to dislike her would do. I’ve never done it before, so how the hell would I possibly explain suddenly being so chivalrous?

      My fist clenches as I pull it back to my side.

      Hate her today, so she’ll love you tomorrow.

      Does the saying make any sense? Fuck no, but I’ve been telling it to myself for years in the hopes it’ll help to dull the longing inside of me. I convince myself to find the fun in the situation—to try and enjoy the way she glares at me; the way she sasses me with a flick of her hair and a raise of her brow. I tell myself to forget about the fact that she never smiles because of me and to find comfort in the fact that while she offers nothing but annoyance when I step into the room, it’s better than no reaction at all.

      I’m not trying to change her mind about me—you can’t force someone to love you—but I can at least keep her close to me the only way I know how.

      I give the window two loud raps and Oakleigh startles, looking around frantically. When she sees me leaning over so I can see in the window, her expression immediately goes from panicked to furious. I smirk.

      “I said I would drive you home. I never said I would carry you to bed like Sleeping Beauty. Get up.”

      With an angry huff, she opens her door, not even bothering to wait until I’ve moved. I lean back just in time.

      “White paint typically looks shit with blood smeared on it,” I point out.

      “Oops.” She smiles sweetly.

      I move to the side. “Get out.”

      “Touchy, touchy.” She’s still smiling as she steps out of my car. There isn’t a whole lot of space for her to stand as she gets out. While I’m not bulky like my sister’s fiancé, Gus, I can still fill out a space. When she realizes that I’m not going to move out of the way, her smile falters. “Still touchy because I friend-zoned you?”

      “Again, you didn’t fri⁠—”

      “Didn’t friend-zone you, yeah, yeah, yeah.” She waves me off. “What’s French for broken record?”

      “How the hell should I know?”

      “Look, you’re just bitter, and I get it. It’s upsetting knowing that you’ll only ever be annoying to me, but you really have to get over it.”

      “You think I’m upset?” I take half a step closer and she shrinks, watching me cautiously. “Cherry, if I wanted to make it out the best-friend’s-brother zone, I could.”

      Even though she’s still cautious, her eyebrow raises. “Oh, you think so?”

      “I know so.” I lean closer to her to make a point. Her breathing shallows, her eyelids droop. She hates me, but even she can’t deny that there is a chemistry between us that cannot be explained.

      She scoffs pathetically; it’s more like a release of breath she’s been holding. “Yeah, right.”

      “You scared, Cherry, baby?”

      “Ha! In your dreams. You have absolutely no effect on me. You could kiss me right now and I’d be completely unfazed.”

      “Be careful of the challenges you put in front of me, Cherry.”

      She steels her spine, staring me dead in the eyes, and for the first time I see the way lust mixes with fierce determination, making her brown eyes darken until they’re blacker than the roads I just drove down. I lean my head forward, hoping that at the height Oakleigh is at, it will steal her attention away from the way my pants are starting to tent.

      “I mean what I said,” she whispers, the words falling between us, filling up the little available space and choking us with their meaning.

      I move so close to her, my lips brushing hers. The smell of her fills my nose and it takes everything in me not to close my eyes and savor how good she smells.

      Her breath fans mine, and mine hers.

      “Have it your way.”

      In general, I’m a soft kind of guy. I act with chivalry toward all women. I buy flowers for my mom and sister, and I genuinely just try and mold myself to what others need me to be. But, when it comes to my romantic life, it’s never really accurately reflected my personality.

      Take now, for instance. The way I roughly slam my lips down on Oakleigh’s in no way matches the way that I softly hug my friends and family. The way my hand reaches up and decides that grabbing her throat is a much better way of pulling her closer than using the back of her neck… I’m a walking juxtaposition.

      I bite and nip at her bottom lip before soothing it with a swipe of my tongue. Her sweet little moans make me move my hand from her throat to her cheek, caressing it as I deepen the kiss into something that I never meant for it to be.

      Its purpose was to show her that I could easily have an effect on her if I wanted to; to make her see that whatever this is between us, it’s not something that can easily be tossed aside.

      Instead, the hand that winds its way around her waist shows her how often I think of her. The moan that escapes my mouth tells her how long I’ve wanted her. And the way I rest my forehead against hers as I reluctantly break the kiss, tells her that she’s mine even though I can never have her.

      Our breaths mingle, both short and forceful.

      I keep my eyes closed when I feel her gaze on me, too scared of what I’ll find if I look.

      “Finley—”

      “Go inside and lock the door behind you,” I cut her off. “I’ll wait here until it’s done.”

      I pull away and turn around, hoping that the cold, fall air will hit her enough to push her to go inside her house.

      After a moment’s hesitation, I hear her receding footsteps, and eventually a door closes.

      I blow out a breath, grab the tight curls on my head, and force myself back into my car. In my peripheral, a light flicks on and a curtain is drawn back ever so slightly.

      I keep facing forward as I turn the ignition back on and pull away out of the parking space. I allow myself the briefest of glances at the window, only to find her watching me. She surprises me by waving. It’s the smallest of waves, but still something more than she’s ever given me.

      I drive off, wondering why someone as head over heels in love as I am, would be the one to cut off what happened as abruptly as I did.
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      OAKLEIGH

      I consider myself to be quite a cool person—chilled and difficult to rile. I take each issue as it comes and remind myself that every problem is temporary.

      However, when the setback is in the form of a six-foot-three asshole who also happens to be my best friend’s brother, my cool levels have a tendency to waver. A lot. Like … completely.

      “Finley, give it back,” I yell from across the island in my best friend’s kitchen.

      He smirks cruelly as he stands opposite me, ready to move quickly in whatever direction I leave open.

      We’ve been at this for over half an hour—me chasing him around the house; him effortlessly avoiding me thanks to his stupidly athletic build. None of this would be happening if his sister hadn’t gone to the store and left us on our own.

      I dive around the left side of the island, and before I can even make it halfway, he’s flying around the right, zooming past me into the hallway and into the garden.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I growl as I chase after him.

      I bang my toe on the door jamb as I run out the door, cursing Finn and everything he believes in as I hop down the hallway.

      I hear the front door open and close just as I step out into the summer sun, sunlight blinding me momentarily and giving Finn a head start toward the fountain in the middle of the small garden.

      My toe is throbbing, but I ignore the pain as I assess the area around me. Every single time we find ourselves in one of these situations, I end up losing due to my lack of stamina, which is exactly why he does it. He knows that I’ll lose, and he knows that I’ll be left seething as I stare at his stupid face.

      Yet again, he ends up on one side while I end up on the other.

      “What did Finn take this time?” my best friend asks from behind me. It distracts me just long enough for Finn to try and blast past me, but this time I’m quick. I reach out, only just catching the edge of his gym shirt. The force of his running drags me with him and I end up landing face-first in the grass right where it meets the tiled patio.

      I groan and moan, pretending to clutch my stomach and pull myself into a ball on the ground. If Finn always wins with his speed and brute strength, then I need to beat him with the one thing he lacks: brains.

      “Oh, shit,” I hear him mumble, the sound of sneakers meeting grass comes closer toward me. I my my best to hide the smirk that threatens to stretch my lips as I feel his shadow envelop my skin. “Cherry, you okay?”

      I throw in one more groan for good measure, choosing to ignore the way my stomach twists at the word “Cherry.” My skin prickles as he leans closer.

      “Cherry?”

      God, that stupid nickname. Given to me by a cocky seventeen-year-old Finn who caught me stuffing my face full of cherry pie and thought it hilarious enough to remind me of it for the rest of my life. Unfortunately, ever since he drove me home a few months ago, the nickname has had a completely different intonation.

      Before he can anticipate what I’m doing, I wrap one leg around him and use my weight to throw myself on top of him, bringing him down onto the grass.

      “What the fuck?” he groans as his back meets the ground. Wide, hazel eyes watch me as I straddle him. I’m so wrapped up in the competition, completely immersed in the adrenaline that rushes through me when we compete that I don’t bother to acknowledge how inappropriate this position is.

      I smile down at him wickedly. I rip the notebook from his hand and hover above him for an extra second, my face all but a millimeter away from his. Okay, yeah, now I’m aware of the current situation. I’m pretty much sat on him, perfectly lined up with a part of him that I’ve felt through his pants once before.

      Once, that was somehow both more than enough and nowhere near it.

      “Touch my shit again and see what happens,” I say sweetly, giving him the nicest smile I can muster before pushing myself off him and standing up.

      I’m almost at the door, ready to hug my best friend, when I hear Finn’s low voice say, “Be careful of the challenges you put in front of me, Cherry.”

      My steps falter, but I still follow Wren into the house.

      Asshole.

      “Okay, so this time it was…”

      “My goddamn notebook,” I growl, taking a seat at the kitchen island where a week’s worth of groceries lie scattered. My notebook that holds part of the manuscript for my debut novel. The debut novel no one has read yet.

      Wren rolls her eyes as she unpacks the bags. I sit without helping, mostly due to the ice pack currently on my toe. Thankfully, her fiancé Gus is helping out.

      “You two are honestly going to be the cause of each other’s deaths.” Wren shakes her head.

      “That may very well be true, and I’m hoping that I’ll get to him first.”

      “Why are you so competitive?” Gus asks as he places something in a high cupboard with ease.

      Finn and I stay silent. I don’t answer because no matter how much I search for one, I simply can’t find it. I can tell you a thousand reasons why we hate each other, but not when or where that hatred stemmed as far as this insistent need to be better than one another.

      “Oh, I know the answer to this one!” Wren shouts happily, jumping up and down on the spot with a hand up, as if trying to get the teacher’s attention.

      “I can’t wait to hear this,” I mumble.

      She sticks her tongue out at me before turning to Gus. “They constantly compete with one another because every competition is a way to hide the true feelings that they have for one another because neither of them understands why they feel the way they do.”

      Gus and I both stare at her like she’s grown two heads. The only difference is that Gus’s expression neutralizes before he shrugs and says, “That makes sense.”

      “How the fuck does that make sense?” I shout.

      “Can you quieten down, please? Some of us are trying to rest over here.”

      I glare over at Finn, cursing him internally. He’s on the couch, one arm covering his eyes to block out the sunlight coming in through the front window.

      “Don’t you have a job? It’s the middle of the day on a Wednesday.”

      “Says the one sitting at her best-friend’s kitchen table at the same time on the same day.”

      “My working hours aren’t simply my company’s operation hours.”

      “The beautiful part about owning a company, Oakleigh? I can do whatever I please, including have a nap at two in the afternoon,” Finn says.

      My eyes roll. “Well, are you not hearing what your sister is trying to say about us?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing my parents haven’t been saying for years.”

      “Yeah, but your parents are crazy.”

      “They’re crazy?” Gus asks with genuine curiosity.

      “Not really, babe. Lee means that they’re eccentric,” Wren explains.

      “Oh, right. Like when I call you crazy?”

      “Exactly.”

      Gus looks over at Finn as he puts away the last of the groceries. “And you’re so tired, why?”

      Finn lifts his head, turning toward his future brother-in-law. “I’m catching up on the sleep I missed out on when we built that godforsaken barn.”

      “That’s statistically impossible. You’d be dead,” Gus deadpans. He’s serious, too. Gus has never really been great with understanding sarcasm, but it’s more endearing than anything. It’s all part and parcel with autism. He’s proud of it, though, as he should be.

      Finn chuckles but otherwise stays quiet.

      Gus’s face crinkles in confusion, but he drops it quickly and moves to stand behind Wren, wrapping his arms around her and burying his face into her neck. She reaches behind to run a hand through his hair and my heart swells at the sight.

      It’s … bittersweet. The pride I feel for my best friend is a light that lately has been surrounded by envious clouds. I want what she has found, but I don’t think I realized that until I saw it right in front of me. I suppose I am slightly jealous, especially because Wren wasn’t even looking for it. Each time I feel brave enough to go out on a date, I’m always left feeling either disappointed or self-conscious. I would say that my luck has run out, but I don’t think I had any to begin with. Not that I would ever allow that to affect my relationship with my best friend. She’s one of the most important people in my life. I think there is just a part of me deep down that is aware that I am no longer the most important person in hers.

      “Oh—” Wren looks up at me  “—you’re free tomorrow morning, right? Mom and Dad called to say they’re coming in earlier than planned. Finn is going to pick them up in an hour and they wanted to have brunch tomorrow.”

      I give Finn a look. “You couldn’t have just said you were here so you could pick up your parents?”

      He shrugs, but otherwise says nothing.

      I groan. “You’re spending way too much time with Gus.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Gus asks.

      “It means that he used to shrug a lot less before you came along.”

      He thinks on it and then … you guessed it … he shrugs.
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      FINN

      My parents finally returning home after a year away brings mixed emotions. I love my family more than anything in this world, but they have certain quirks that are better experienced when there’s some physical distance.

      It’s always been the four of us ever since my birth parents passed away. Well, the four of us when Oakleigh wasn’t crashing family dinners and movie nights. Now that I think about it, I can’t remember a time when Oakleigh wasn’t around. She and Wren only became friends fifteen years ago, but it feels like it’s been forever. Like if I try hard enough, I’ll picture memories of them playing together when they were five. Oakleigh’s like a tic that has buried itself into the heart of my life.

      “My darling boy!” my mom squeals as she rushes over to my truck. I breathe a sigh of relief as I lean down to hug her, because this summer heat is not doing wonders for my skin and I hate to just sit in the truck and wait. She hugs me tightly and the familiar scent of all-spice and cardamom wraps around me just as tightly as her arms are.

      When she pulls away, I can see the tan that stains her already dark skin, the brand-new crow’s feet that envelop each eye and the additional wrinkles that decorate her forehead.

      I look up at my dad who is standing behind her, watching us both with happiness spread across his pale face. Mom moves out of the way so that we can hug.

      “How are you, son?” he asks as he pats me on the back.

      “Not too bad,” I reply, grabbing their suitcases and chucking them into the back of my truck. I decided to bring the truck since it’s the only way their luggage is fitting. “How was the flight?”

      “Long,” Mom sighs. “I honestly forgot how much I hate planes.”

      “At least Dad was right next to you the whole time, right?”

      “That’s why it was bad,” she says in jest.

      My parents chuckle as we all climb into the truck and I pull away from the airport and head toward their house.

      While they’ve been away, I’ve been house-sitting. When they left, I’d been having the urge to sell my flat for a while, so the timing worked out. Now they’re back and I want them to have their own space again. Being mainly trapped on a cruise ship for months on end can’t have been an ideal living situation. I’ve taken up Wren’s offer for me to stay with her until I find a place of my own. She’s barely at the house anyway, choosing to instead spend most of her nights with her fiancé at his farm—Goldleaf Pumpkin Farm. She’s decided to move there eventually, but with Gus’s autism, they’ve had to do the moving thing in stages.

      “So, how has everything been while we’ve been away?” Dad asks as I pull onto the highway.

      “Yes, we want to know!” my mom shrieks. “You both barely told us anything while we were gone. Now we come back there’s a new fiancé for Wren? What else has happened?”

      The back of my neck prickles as my mom’s tone takes on the high-pitched squeal that always makes me feel uneasy. Because I know exactly what she’s going to ask.

      “Have you started seeing anyone? Maybe a certain brown-haired girl?”

      Oakleigh has dirty-blonde hair, but if I correct Mom, it’ll only further convince her that Oakleigh and I are destined to be together, and I really don’t need another conversation in which I have to lie and say that any feelings for Lee will forever be an impossibility.

      It’s not that I don’t believe it; quite the opposite, in fact. The problem is that I spend so much of my time believing it and then having to remind myself that Oakleigh is not interested that I don’t think I’d be able to handle both of my parents encouraging my delusion as well. It’s also fucking embarrassing having to say, “Hey, guys. This whole time I’ve been on Team Oaklinn, but I didn’t tell you because I know that Oakleigh doesn’t feel the same way because she’s hated me since the moment she met me. Oh, and let’s not forget the fact that no one really wants to date someone who has a fractured mind.”

      “Mom, please,” I groan, my grip tightening on the steering wheel.

      “I’m just asking!”

      “All you do is ‘just ask’, and then I say no, and then you give me an hour-long pitch as to why dating Oakleigh would be a good idea.”

      “Because it is a good idea!”

      “Cherry and I would end up killing each other before we even made it to our one-month anniversary.”

      “You’re just competitive, that’s all,” she argues.

      I let out a frustrated breath, but refrain from answering, hoping that if I do, she’ll drop the conversation for at least one more day.

      After Oakleigh and I kissed last year, I’ve been forcing myself to ignore my feelings even more than I did before. A chance to tell her how I feel was dangling in front of me and I’d chickened out, instead ordering her to go inside, far from where she could break me more than life has already broken me. All it did was solidify my reasons for never making a move before that night—Oakleigh deserves someone whose mind isn’t as fractured as mine.

      Thankfully, Dad rescues me from both my mother and my own head by asking, “How’s the company coming along?”

      “It’s going really well,” I say, pride blooming within my chest. I take a deep breath as I add, “I was … uh … actually thinking of selling it.” I pretty much mumble the last part.

      “What?!” they both exclaim.

      Since we’re now sitting at a red light, I allow myself a second to close my eyes and breathe deeply. I hate disappointing people. It’s a bad habit that unfortunately both Wren and I adopted when we were young. Even if there’s no evidence to show that they would be disappointed, my mind still manages to wrangle up a reason that only makes sense to my anxiety.

      “It’s just an idea I’m considering,” I rush out. “Nothing is set in stone, I just⁠—”

      “What brought this on, Finley? I thought that the business was really lifting off,” my mom cuts in, surprise coating every word, turning them into poison-tipped arrows lodging themselves into my chest.

      “It is, Mama. It really is.”

      “Then why the sudden decision?”

      We’re driving down a winding road now, so as much as I’d love nothing more than to hang my head in shame, I have to keep my eyes ahead. All I can do in the moment to keep my feelings in check is grip the steering wheel just that little bit tighter and count to ten in my head.

      Even though the AC is on in the cab, I roll down the window. Bad for the environment, I know, but I find a driver choking on tension and crashing to be just as bad. She doesn’t even sound mad or disappointed, just confused and eager to know my thoughts. Logically, I can compute that, and yet the only thought racing its way from one side of my mind to the other is that she can’t believe that I’d let her down like this.

      “Wanda,” my dad mumbles under his breath.

      “What?”

      I try my best to zone out while they whisper to each other loud enough for me to hear every single word. Dad telling Mom to stop asking questions. Mom asking what’s wrong with asking. My father trying his best but inevitably coming up short. He’s always been the only one able to see when my mind is straying.

      She means the best, my mom, she really does, but I’m her golden boy. In her eyes, doing something wrong just isn’t in the cards. Wren has always been a little bit rebellious, but a well-behaved kind, meaning that my parents were always expecting some kind of pushback from her. I was always too afraid to break the rules. Wren was, too, but at least she was smart enough to simply bend them instead. I just couldn’t bring myself to do that, even though I wanted to.

      Is it because of my diagnosis? Probably not, but I like to blame it anyway. At least this way it’s not my fault I’m a tight-ass.

      If your wheel touches the line, you’ll crash and die, my anxiety tells me.

      I shake my head subtly, trying not to concern my parents.

      While the compulsions have improved, the same can unfortunately not be said for the intrusive thoughts. Lately, it feels as if the only thing distinguishing this fucking OCD voice from genuine auditory hallucinations is that the voice is my own and not some low, villain-like asshole convincing me of things that just aren’t real. At least, that’s how I’m imagining an auditory hallucination would present itself to me.

      The last five years have been rough, but the therapy has been helping. It would probably help a lot more if I had actually told my therapist that the intrusive thoughts weren’t improving. Even so, that point has been null and void for the past few months since my therapist’s husband passed away, leading him to take a bunch of time off.

      The thoughts have been creeping back in through the gaps in my mind since then, offering the most unhelpful advice and threats that it could possibly think of.

      Thankfully, by the time it decides to add another little tidbit about my driving, I’m pulling into the driveway of my parents’ house where Wren’s SUV is already waiting.

      I jump out of the truck before Mom can revisit the conversation. I take a deep breath, grateful for the space and the fresh summer air brushing over my face.

      “Hi!” Wren squeals as she runs over to our parents, wrapping her arms around both of them at once. They hug her back with equal ferocity, my dad’s back bending so she can reach him. “Oh, I missed you guys so much!”

      Mom chuckles as she lets my sister lead her into the house. My dad decides to check out the small garden that decorates the front of the house. I’ve been maintaining it as best I can during their absence, but there’s only so much a Google search can do.

      He’s much like me, my dad. Or, rather, I’m more like him … and he’s very much like my birth dad. We prefer our own company most of the time because we know that there’s peace in silence and tranquility within peace. He won’t sit around for the “what did we miss during the last year?” conversation. He’d rather wait for something that Wren and I find worthy of coming straight to him about.

      “You really took care of these,” he says to me, looking at his rosebush with an air of pride.

      “I tried my best, but my green thumb isn’t exactly as good as my metallic thumb, it would seem.”

      He chuckles softly, a small smile stretching his thin lips and pale skin. He’s aged very well, and in times like these, I watch him and wonder if this is exactly how my birth dad would have looked were he alive today. They were twins, after all. When our parents died, he and Mom adopted Wren and I straight away, and they’ve been as much parents to us as our real ones would have been were they still here.

      “It’s better than you think,” he assures me. He kneels down to inspect the smaller flowers, and I follow suit. If there’s anything I know about my dad, it’s that if he talks to you first, it means there’s something he wants to talk to you about.

      It takes him a minute to get to it. “Tell me why you’re thinking of selling.”

      The request is calm, unlike my mom’s shocked response.

      I breathe in deeply, letting the smell of the roses tickle my nose. I know that I can tell him the honest truth, that he’ll listen and give good and clear advice, even if he doesn’t agree with what I’m doing.

      “The business is doing really well. Better than I thought it would, actually. Where I expected to be a three-team kind of company, I have ten and I just—I don’t know, I suppose I still feel like there’s something missing. I miss my family, and now I actually have friends. Friends that all live in Eaglewood. And when I was told that the company could sell for five times what I paid to build it, I couldn’t help but feel excited for the first time in a while. I thought maybe … maybe I could finally do what I’ve always wanted to do: start an architecture firm.”

      He ponders on my words, staring at each individual flower as he takes in all that I’ve said. Worry grasps at my skin making it itch.

      Eventually, however, he says, “Then do it.”

      “What?” I turn to him.

      “It’s your business, Finley. Only your money went into it and only your hard work built it. Therefore, only you can decide what happens to it.”

      I huff out a breath because damn, I did not expect that.

      “The one thing I think you need to hear is that sometimes it really doesn’t matter what your mother and I think. Even if we don’t agree with the choice you’ve made, we will always be proud of you for making the decision yourself and going after what you want.”

      Fuck, I did need to hear that. I had no idea just how much.

      “I will always be here to support you, son. So will your mother, and Wren…” He looks over at me with mischief in his green eyes. “And Oakleigh.”

      “Oh, God, not you, too.” I groan.

      He laughs with his shoulders, and I let a smile stretch my lips. “I’m sorry but you have to admit it makes sense. From what I hear, it’s exactly the situation your sister went through. Two people who pretend to hate one another because they really, really don’t.”

      “I’ve never hated Oakleigh, Dad,” I admit. “I just think she’s the most annoying human on this planet.”

      Change the word “annoying” to “interesting” and then it will no longer be a lie.

      “Oh, really?” he teases. “So when you said, and I quote, ‘I really hope that she gets a paper cut every time she signs a form at work.’ Or ‘I think she just needs a really good, non-fatal fall down the stairs to get her head working again…’”

      “Alright, I get it⁠—”

      “Oh, or my personal favorite, ‘I hope that she manages to stub her toe every time she steps through a doorway.’”

      I groan and stand up, leaving my annoying father laughing his ass off on the front lawn.
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      OAKLEIGH

      The ER is chaos tonight.

      After a bus crashed between Liliton and Eaglewood, there was nowhere else for the survivors to come but here. And yes, I just said “survivors.” Unfortunately, not all the passengers were so lucky.

      The floor is so loud that I can barely hear anything the attending is telling me. Or maybe that’s because of the blood pumping its way across my ear drums, telling me that my heartbeat is going faster than the driver was on the bus.

      It’s moments like these that make me regret changing jobs and becoming a trauma nurse. Why the hell would I voluntarily put myself in this position? Put myself in a part of the hospital that contains more death than the rest of the building put together. But I needed something more than what I had upstairs. Upstairs in recovery was so boring. All I really needed to do was check on patients and administer meds when needed. It was so quiet that all I ever wanted to do was write more of my novel, but my supervisor, Linda, said that if she caught me writing one more time, I’d face suspension. So, I moved to where it was busy enough that I didn’t even have time to think about the red and white notebook that now sits in my apartment instead of my hospital locker.

      Thoughts of my notebook bring my mind back to yesterday; the panic that had gripped my chest the moment I saw Finn standing in the doorway with a smug smile and that very notebook in his hand. But I also remember the way my skin came alive as I sat straddling him, reveling in that shocked expression on his face as I overpowered him. Ice washes through my veins as I think about how aware I was of his presence, the way his hand fit against the curve of my waist, just like it did eight months ago. I’d promised myself that I would never let another man have control over my feelings. I give my head a rough shake, because I’ll be damned if I forget that now.

      My experiences with dating can easily be described as a catastrophic list of endless failures. I’ve never really taken the time to dissect whether or not I’ve brought this on myself. My life up until eight months ago had been fairly boring—nothing particularly necessary of relaying. I’m no FMC in a romance novel—no one is coming to love me despite my flaws, so I’ve happily (sort of) put to rest the possibility of a good man coming into my life.

      My stomach turns as a gurney is wheeled into the bay beside the patient I’m checking on. A perfect physical representation of my love life, on it an older man lies on his side so that the bus handle sticking out of his shoulder isn’t being disrupted by the bed.

      God, I wish I could turn off my peripheral vision sometimes. I want nothing more than to go home and snuggle in bed with a massive glass of wine and my cat, Ollie, snuggled beside me.

      My patient groans in pain just as the needle breaches his skin, bringing me back to reality. Thankfully, even in my trauma-filled daze, I still managed to find the vein just fine.

      “Deep breaths,” I encourage as the blood starts to fill the vial. We need to check his bloods as a precaution, since he has a bleeding disorder and is currently suffering from a gash running down his thigh. “You’re doing really well.”

      He groans in response and I smile at him sadly. I can’t imagine the pain he must be in, the morphine barely touching the sides of what he’s feeling. I take a deep breath as I change vials, trying to push aside any of my own feelings so that I can focus purely on the man before me.

      “Did you manage to call whoever you needed to call?” I ask, hoping to help distract him even a fraction.

      The young man opens his eyes. He can’t be much younger than me, maybe twenty-six, twenty-seven? Bright blue eyes watch me hazily.

      “Yeah,” he moans quietly. “I managed to call my mom. She’s coming with my boyfriend.”

      I smile down at him. “How long have you been together?”

      “Not long.” He hisses as the needle moves while I change the vial again. “A year and a half.”

      “Well, that’s a year and a half longer than I’ve ever managed.” I chuckle wryly, and thankfully a pained smile dances across his face. “You love him?” I push.

      He gives a jerky nod. “More than I probably should at this point.”

      “Uh-uh. No one can tell you what kind of timeline to have when it comes to that stuff.” I gently pull the needle out now that I’ve collected all I need. “You love how you love.”

      The conversation seems to be exhausting him. It must take a lot of energy to disregard the pain enough to answer questions, let alone have a discussion, but I’m just happy that it distracted him long enough for me to finish these bloods.

      Because now comes the hard part.

      “I’m going to have to sort that leg out now, Gregory.” I cringe.

      He stares down at his thigh in horror, probably imagining the pain that will come with the whole lot of alcohol I’m going to have to put on it to clean it out.

      “Hey,” I call to him and he reluctantly tears his eyes away from his leg. “We’ll get through this together, okay? Just take deep breaths and keep talking to me.”
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        * * *

      

      By the end of my shift, I’m past the point of burn-out. A fifteen-hour shift should be illegal, but when I think back on all of the people that we’ve helped today, I tell myself that it’s worth it if all of these people get to live another day.

      We lost a few today. Two adults, including the driver and a teenage girl who was looking like she was going to make it until she suffered a pulmonary embolism.

      By the time I’m driving home, I’m shattered. My shoulders feel as if I’ve been lifting weights all day, my ankles are killing me, and my eyes are so sore I just know a migraine is going to grace me with its presence any time soon. The minute I get home, I’m planting myself face-first into my bed, scrubs be damned. I don’t think I have it in me to take them off.

      Thankfully, the drive from the hospital to my house is short. I pull up, head inside and immediately feel something nudge my leg.

      “Do you just wait by the front door until I get home?” I ask Ollie.

      He meows in confirmation.

      “That’s kind of sweet and kind of creepy, dude.”

      I give him the fusses that he begs for and then head into the kitchen to fill myself a glass of water to take to bed. I sigh when I check the time on the oven. It’s a little after three in the morning and I’m supposed to be at Wren’s for one. Why the hell did I agree to that?

      I don’t know if it’s because Wren mentioned it yesterday, or if it’s simply been subtle enough to escape my notice, but whatever this thing is about Wanda wishing for Finn and I to get together, it’s definitely noticeable now. Wanda sent me a couple of photos as her way of letting me know that they are back in Beckford, and every single one has Finn in it in some way. In one, he’s lifting their luggage onto the back of his truck, biceps bulging as he does so. His brown skin is glistening as the summer sun shines on it, highlighting every vein, every ridge.

      In another one, Wanda didn’t even bother to put herself in the photo. She simply sent one of Finn frowning at her in confusion with the caption, “Don’t I just have the most handsome chauffeur?”

      I want to tell Wanda one time that it’s never going to happen, but every time I go to type out the message, something stops me. This invisible force seems to hold my thumbs still, eventually guiding them to type out something completely different.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eh, I’ve seen better, Mama.

      

      

      

      

      

      Instead of taking the time to delve into possible reasons why this is happening, I lock my phone and throw it down onto the couch.

      I’m exhausted, and I feel as if one night’s sleep will be nowhere near what I should be getting with how much I work, and yet the same thing that happens every night takes over my body. My fingers itch with a need to type out every single idea that I’ve had since I began today’s shift. I was in the middle of working on an important scene last night before I fell asleep with my computer still on my lap and my mind is begging me to finish it.

      With a heavy sigh, I run into the bedroom to grab my laptop. I return to the living room and let myself drop down onto the couch.

      By the time six in the morning rolls around, everything I’m reading is blurry and I keep nodding off accidentally. I feel good with what I’ve managed to get done, though. The fight scene is done and the MMC and FMC’s first kiss together is well underway. Hopefully, when brunch with the Southwicks wraps up, I’ll have enough time before work to get some more done.

      I turn the kitchen light off and head to bed to pass out and hopefully sleep until I’m forty and have made millions of dollars and can retire for the rest of my life.
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      FINN

      So far, I’ve been able to escape any mention of Oakleigh and our inevitable love story by keeping out of the way while we prepare dinner. Gus was finally able to meet his future in-laws, though he’d already spoken to Joe over the phone when he was asking for permission to propose to Wren. He’s doing well, considering how opposed he is to social interactions. He’s really trying his hardest to be open and as cheerful as he can be.

      Now, though, he gets to focus on cooking, something he offered to do for everyone as a token of his appreciation. That is, of course, after the hour-long lecture on the different forms of chopping and dicing.

      I decide to stick to the jobs that require one person—setting the table, putting the dishes away, and loading the dishwasher. I’m doing well until it comes time to actually eat dinner. Unfortunately, one can’t really do that by oneself when surrounded by family.

      “Is Oakleigh not joining us tonight?” Mom asks Wren.

      “Not tonight as she’s working a night shift, but she’ll be by tomorrow,” Wren replies.

      I have a piece of lasagna halfway to my mouth when my brain decides to ruin my appetite completely.

      What if he put something in there that you’re allergic to?

      I frown at my plate.

      If you eat it, you could get really sick and end up in hospital. Maybe even worse.

      Even though I’m not allergic to anything, I still fucking hesitate. What if I just haven’t eaten anything that I’m allergic to yet?

      I shake my head.

      I’ve had lasagna fifty million times. I’m not allergic to anything.

      You’ve never had it when he’s made it.

      I clench my fist under the table and force myself to remember what Dr. Madden told me almost every session:

      It only becomes unsafe if you give in to it, Finley. The moment you give those thoughts what they want is the moment they make your actions unsafe.

      I try my best to bring the fork to my mouth, but something stops me; something dark and determined.

      “Maybe we should send someone to go and pick her up in the morning. She’ll probably be exhausted.” Even though my mind is preoccupied, I don’t miss the way Mom looks over at me as she speaks.

      Do it.

      Do it

      Do it.

      “I think that’s a great idea, Mom.” Wren smirks, nudging me with her foot under the table.

      Everyone jumps as my fork clatters onto my plate. I stare at it like it’s burned me, like it’s offended me somehow.

      “Finn?” Wren asks from beside me. “You okay?”

      Concerned looks are watching me from all over the table.

      I clear the lump from my throat. “Dropped it by accident. Sorry.”

      I pick the fork back up, load food onto it, tap the underside of the table softly three times and shove the food into my mouth. It’s the only thing that bypasses it most times. Three is the magic number.

      Gus, completely oblivious to the subtext of the conversation and my own personal battles, helpfully says, “Beckford has Uber.”

      Even though Oakleigh would get in an Uber home over my dead body, it’s still nice to know I have an ally on this table.

      “Uber is so impersonal,” my mom persists.

      I keep my head down, my nose almost touching the plate as I tap under the table three times before shoveling more food into my mouth. In the corner of my eye, I spot Wren leaning over and whispering something in Gus’s ear. He looks over at me and smirks before pushing Wren’s curls from her face and planting a chaste kiss on her forehead.

      And there goes my only ally.

      I glare at my sister who giggles softly.

      “What are you two laughing about?” Dad asks.

      “Absolutely nothing,” I say through gritted teeth, my anxiety due to my food situation leaving a layer of agitation to lay everything else onto.

      Was their obsession with Oakleigh and me always this intense? Was everyone so intent on mentioning it in every conversation? Maybe because I’ve only had to deal with this for a weekly twenty-minute phone call for the past year, I forgot what it was like to deal with it in person.

      If only they all knew how painful these conversations are for me; knowing that everyone I love agrees that I would be well-suited to the woman I’m already in love with is a form of torture that I didn’t know would work as well as it does. The irony is that none of them know how I feel about her. None of them are aware that when she’s around, my chest feels tight with grief for a feeling I can never receive. They are blissfully unaware that she consumes my every thought; that the one kiss we shared will forever be branded onto my lips and in my memories. I wish there was a way to get them to stop. To just admit to themselves that Oakleigh and I will never be.

      “So, Gus,” Dad says, thankfully changing the subject for what will probably only be five minutes. “Wren never properly explained what it is that you do.”

      “I’m a farmer,” Gus says simply. “I own a pumpkin farm about ten minutes from here.”

      “About ten minutes?” Wren asks with a knowing smile.

      He shrugs. “Nine minutes and forty-eight seconds if the traffic light on Main Street is in your favor.”

      Wren looks at Gus with pride and my chest constricts. I rub at it pathetically.

      “Do you enjoy it?” Mom asks.

      “I do. It’s a perfect fit for me, I’d say.”

      Mom offers a polite smile. “The story of how you two met and fell in love really is something.”

      The
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