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        Astoria

        I’m not sure how I'll react when I see him after so many years. I planned on avoiding him, but our small town makes it impossible. My heart, which I thought had healed, is back to being in a million pieces.

      

        

      
        Now I'm right where I don't want to be—in front of him with tears in my eyes.

      

        

      
        Parker

        Not a day goes by when I don't think of her. When our paths cross again, I have to tell her the truth. Arguing is inevitable, but I’d rather fight for her than face another day without her.

      

        

      
        Where I am is standing in front of her—asking for another chance.
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      Please note that this book contains the following: pregnancy loss, physical and emotional abuse, sexual assault, and rape. If any of these are triggers for you, please proceed with caution.
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          ASTORIA

        

      

    

    
      Four years ago…

      Ten days. Almost two weeks. Everything in my bedroom is packed and ready for when I leave. There isn’t anything left for me to do. Now, nothing can drag me away from Parker. I have ten wonderful days to spend with him.

      If someone would have told me I'd fall hard and fast for a guy I only met three months ago, I'd say they'd lost their mind. Yet, here I am, on my way to my boyfriend's apartment to spend time with him before I leave for college. A man I love utterly and completely. I’m going to soak up all the love and attention he’s willing to give me while I try and keep the tears, which are certain to form, at bay. I’ve spent so much of my time with him that to think of being away, and not being able to have his arms around me, almost brings me to my knees with misery.

      Before I met Parker, I’d only read about love at first sight. It was something in books or movies. It didn’t exist in real life. Or so I thought. Parker is tall, has these amazing green eyes, and thick, blond hair. I love running my fingers through it when we watch a movie. He lays his head on my lap and I comb my fingers through his soft, short locks. He'll let out a long breath of contentment at my touch. It warms me to know I have that effect on him.

      When I was in my car, ready to leave my house, I texted him to say I was on my way. The apartment he's renting is only ten minutes from my parents’ house, which, coincidentally, is on the same street as his parents’ home. Arrow Falls is a small town.

      Pulling into a spot outside his apartment, I park next to a newer-looking, white Jeep Grand Cherokee. I've never seen this particular SUV before, and it's parked crooked in the spot next to Parker's car. Like they flew in here in a hurry. I hope everything is okay with whoever it is.

      Grabbing my purse, I shut off my car and lock it before briskly taking the stairs to the second floor. There’s a nervous anticipation inside me. It happens every time I see Parker. I like to refer to it as butterflies, which flutter when he’s near.

      When I met Parker, I had butterflies at first sight.

      I was driving with my friend, Mackenzie, and we were approaching a local park that had a basketball court. I could see those chiseled abs of his from the street. My mouth dropped open as my eyes took in every square inch of him. The next thing I knew, Kenzie was yelling for me to keep my car straight. When I snapped to, I realized I was drifting dangerously close to a car parked along the side of the road. And by close, I mean I came within inches of scraping up a black Jaguar. I slammed on the brakes, bringing my car to a screeching halt. My hands were shaking as I gripped the steering wheel to try and calm myself. I’d never had an accident, not even a minor one. My parents would have killed me if I hit someone else’s car because I wasn't paying attention.

      As I was trying to calm my racing heart, someone knocked on the window. I jumped, turned, and came face-to-face with Mr. Handsome himself. Parker's mouth was drawn into a thin line, his eyes were narrowed, and his sweaty hair lay spread out on his forehead. I couldn't do anything but stare. Not open my mouth, speak a single word, hell, I don’t think I blinked. I sat there frozen. Kenzie had to reach across me to push the button to roll down the tinted window for me.

      Once he saw me, his features softened slightly. "You almost hit my car," he said very matter-of-fact, but there was a hint of something else in his tone. Something that matched the slight quirk of his lips.

      I was still mute, so Kenzie spoke up, never missing a beat. "She was distracted by a hot body on the court." I turned to glare at her, a blush quickly spreading across my cheeks. She flipped her platinum locks over her shoulder and winked at me.

      "Hot body, huh?" he said with mirth in his voice.

      Turning back to him, I nodded. It was all I could do. He smiled then rested his muscular forearm on my door. Even sweaty, he smelled good; like summer and crisp mountain air mixed with rugged hot guy.

      "I'm Parker," he introduced with an outstretched hand.

      I couldn't do anything but stare at it. Then Kenzie shook his hand. I slapped her arm away then covered my mouth. What the hell was I doing? I'd never smacked her, even in teasing.

      "I'm sorry," I said quickly.

      "No, you're not." She winked again. Good God, this girl. She was trying to get me in trouble. The kind of trouble where I end up kissing the hot guy hanging on my car door.

      Parker's hand was still inside my car, hanging casually, waiting for me to accept it. Finally getting my shit together, I took it in mine.

      "And you are?" he asked.

      "Astoria," I said breathily. It was not like me to react like this to a guy. I was usually indifferent. I've had them vying for my attention since I started high school. None of them caught my eye like Parker did.

      I didn't think much of my looks. Long, auburn hair, blue eyes, and a thin frame. I wasn't as curvy as the other girls my age. My hips were narrow and my breasts on the smaller side. I still thought all the guys wanted to be with me because of my last name. I came from a wealthy family.

      "Astoria." Parker rolled my name off his tongue, and it was sexy as hell. It had me melting in my seat. "I'm glad you didn't hit my car, Tora." I'd never heard that nickname before.

      "Tori," I corrected him. All my friends called me Tori.

      "Nah, I like Tora. Fits you better."

      That one encounter kicked off a relationship like I never could have imagined. Sure, I'd dated in high school, but nothing serious. Now, we’re inseparable. Where one of us is, the other almost certainly is as well. I didn't get a summer job since my parents wanted me to have time off before college. Parker is in college as well, but his is less than an hour away from our small Pennsylvania town. Where I am going is three hours northeast. I won’t be able to see him often, once I leave. I only plan on coming home for breaks and holidays. It is too far to travel for the weekend only. But Parker and I are committed to making it work long-distance.

      My stomach flutters as I reach his door. I turn the knob and step inside. The cool air hits me. It feels good against my skin. This summer has been hotter than normal. I'm not one to look forward to winter, but this year I'll welcome the frostiness.

      I toss my purse and keys on the counter then glance around the living room, not finding him. Taking a few steps toward the bedroom, I hear the shower running. Parker's voice floats to me.

      "Let me help you," he says. What the hell? Help who?

      I peer around the corner and notice the bathroom door is open a sliver. I gently push it, so I can look inside, then gasp at the sight. Parker is in nothing but a pair of boxers and in front of him is a woman. A naked woman with her bare back to me. She turns to face me, and I stumble backward, recognizing her instantly. My ass hits the doorframe, my eyes well with tears as my hand reaches for the counter, knocking something to the floor with a loud thud. This can’t be happening. I need to get out of here. I need to get away from what I’ve just seen.

      Parker notices me and his eyes widen. "Tora, it's not what you think," he rushes to say.

      I shake my head, unable to speak. He's getting into the shower. With his brother's girlfriend. How can he do this? How can he throw away all that we have? Was he lying to me all this time? Cheating on me? I never thought he’d do this to me. I have friends who’ve been cheated on, and I always told them how Parker is different. He’s not the kind of guy who does that. I was wrong.

      I spin and rush from the room, grabbing my things as I go. With hot tears flowing down my cheeks, I run from the apartment, and down the stairs, as fast as my legs will carry me. The last thing I hear is my name being called by Parker, as I slam the door to my car to race out of the parking lot and his life.
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      Present day…

      "I can't believe you watch this shit."

      "For your information, this is quality television," Eve states as she crosses her arms.

      "Quality?" I ask. "Your definition of quality is completely different than mine."

      "You can't deny this is entertaining. Look, someone else just threw a punch. Get ‘em girl!" Her light brown hair sways in the ponytail it’s pulled into, as she punches her fists in front of her in a mock fight.

      I stand and make my way to the kitchen. "It's boring, Eve. Plain and simple."

      "Do you always need to fight with my wife?" Cy asks. He's my best friend. Him and his wife, Eve, have been living with me for a while now, since they are between places. As much as we bicker over what's on television, I fucking love having these two in my house. They might not be my blood, but they are part of my family.

      "It keeps things interesting," I reply over my shoulder, then start pulling items from the refrigerator to make a sandwich and place them on the counter.

      Cy drapes his arm behind Eve where they sit on the dark leather couch. "Ignore him, baby. He wouldn't know quality if it smacked him in the face."

      "Oh, I know it when I see it," I reply.

      Eve turns so she can see me. "Those women you sleep with every night aren't quality, Parker."

      I lift the butter knife I’m using to spread mayonnaise on the bread and point it at her. "Don't talk about my women."

      She laughs. "Random hook-ups are not your women. They're like stray cats. You might have fed them for one night, but once they see the bowl is empty, they are on to the next house begging for another meal."

      "They are not strays. They are good women, who just don't deserve an encore."

      "You're such a pig."

      "You love me."

      She rolls her eyes and faces the television again. "I do, and you're lucky I keep your ass in check.”

      I bark out a laugh. "What's that? You check out my ass?"

      Cy shoots me a death glare. Even after all this time, he still gets jealous if I mention anything whatsoever sexual about Eve. Cy and I have been friends since grade school. I love riling him up. It's so much fun.

      Eve pats his arm. "Don't you worry, it's only your ass I look at."

      "Damn straight," Cy mumbles, then possessively pulls her close so she's pressed right up to his side.

      I finish making the sandwich and lean back against the kitchen counter to eat. I'd do anything for these two. I don’t want to think about what’s going to happen when they move out. It will be very quiet in my home again, that’s for sure. Too quiet.

      They bought a plot of land and are having a house built. Luckily, it's just up the street from me. I've grown too attached to them in the past year to have them go far. They are the closest friends I have, outside of Blair.

      On cue, my phone rings and Blair’s name flashes on the screen. "Hey, what's up?"

      "Parker..." she sniffles and releases a soft sob on the other end of the line.

      I straighten. "What happened?" It's early in the evening, the sun beginning to set.

      "I fell asleep, and..."

      "I'm on my way." I hang up and grab my keys, leaving my sandwich to sit on the counter.

      "Booty call?" Eve asks as I rush by.

      I force a smile. Only a few people know what Blair goes through, just my parents and me. "Something like that," I reply. I don't like lying to them, however, in this case, it's necessary.

      I run down the stairs of my raised log cabin to the garage and am out the door, driving down the mountain in no time. Blair lives across town in the wealthy part of Arrow Falls, as the locals refer to it. It's where there are large homes on acres of land spread far apart. It's also where my parents reside. When Blair moved back to town, she decided she wanted to be close to my family and me. She bought a home she fell in love with in that area.

      I hit the gas in my Range Rover and am thankful I spent more for the supercharged model. This isn't the first time I've driven to Blair's as I am now. I've done it in the early morning, late at night, middle of the day. There is nothing I wouldn't do for her—absolutely nothing.

      When I finally reach her house, I throw my SUV in park and kill the engine. I hit the button programmed into the Rover, opening her garage door. Jumping out, I don’t bother locking it. No one is going to steal it here. Arrow Falls isn't exactly crime-ridden.

      Once inside, I disarm the security system on the house and take the stairs two at a time. When she calls me upset, she could only be in one of two rooms. Never anywhere else. I open Blair's bedroom door. She’s not in her bed, but then again, she rarely is when she calls me crying. I look throughout the bedroom and the bathroom, finally finding her in the back corner of her walk-in closet with her knees up to her chest and tears running down her cheeks. Her bottom lip trembles as her puffy eyes lift to mine.

      Dropping to the ground, I wrap her in my arms and hold her tight. "I've got you. I'm here."

      "I saw him, Parker."

      "It was just a dream. He's still in prison and not coming anywhere near you."

      "When will this stop?" she cries. "Ever since they told me he could be released soon, the nightmares have gotten worse."

      "You need to keep going to counseling. It will help. I'll go with you, if you want."

      "I don't want to leave the house."

      "I know, but it's good to get out and you've been doing much better. I'll pick you up and take you wherever you need to go. Don't worry. I'll be here."

      Over the years, she's made a lot of progress, but since she found out Brant was getting out of prison soon, her nightmares have returned full force. And every time they do, she calls me, just as I asked her to. They are real to her. With each one, she relives the horrific abuse she endured at his hands.

      "Come on. Let's get you back to bed."

      She nods as I help her stand. She's lost weight in the past couple of weeks. Blair has always been slender, but she's too thin now. She's not eating. Instead, she's working herself sick to keep her mind off things and not sleeping as much as she should be. Then when she eventually passes out, she's dreaming of him and what he did to her.

      I get her into bed and pull the covers up, then turn to go back downstairs.

      "Don't go," she pleads.

      "I'm not. I left the garage door open. I want to close it and rearm the house."

      She pulls the covers up to her chin and curls into the fetal position. I press a kiss on the top of her head before going downstairs.

      Blair is one of those people who puts on a brave front and doesn't let anyone see what's going on deep inside. Not even Eve, who works for her. Blair’s pen name is Brenda Simone. She’s always been Blair to me, though. She’s a best-selling romance author. Together, Eve and Blair are a great team. Eve is amazing at keeping her organized and allows her to devote more time to her writing. Blair's been an author since I met her years ago. Her books sell like crazy, and readers line up at her table when she attends signings. I personally don't get it. I mean, Blair is awesome and all, but I don't read, so going to these events and getting a book signed by an author doesn't appeal to me.

      Blair loves it, though. She's really in her element there. She doesn't go to many. Mostly she goes when she's been doing well emotionally and feels like she's got her head in the right place. I went once when there was a local signing a couple hours away. She told everyone I was her brother, and they all kept saying I should be on one of her covers. Um, no. A cover model I am not. Although, I did love the lustful looks the women gave me. I ate that shit up.

      Eve is here five days a week and spends hours with her, but Blair keeps it professional, for the most part. She doesn't let anyone get close to her anymore. Brant destroyed her in so many ways. I'm sure she and Eve talk about Cy, or me even, however Blair would never mention her past or why she uses a pen name on the books she writes. She wishes she could put everything that happened behind her and have it stay there. Using a pen name allows her to be someone else. Someone who hasn't gone to hell and back. Yes, there are some things Eve has to do where she needs to use Blair's real name, but Eve also signed a non-disclosure agreement when she started working for her. She also strictly refers to her as Brenda, so she doesn’t accidentally slip if they are at a signing together.

      After locking my Range Rover, closing the garage door, and arming the security system on the house, I grab a glass of water from the kitchen, along with one of Blair's pills, which help her relax when she has a panic attack. It dissolves in her mouth and works pretty fast.

      Blair is still in the same position she was when I left her bedroom. Sitting down beside her, I find her hand and work to unclench her fist, so she can hold the water. Then I place the pill in her mouth. She closes her eyes, while it quickly dissolves, then takes a sip of water. There were times I couldn't get here fast enough, because I was in the city at a club or somewhere else. I've told her to get her medicine, but she refuses to take it when I'm not here. It relaxes her to the point that it knocks her out, and she hates feeling vulnerable. I stay in her room, until she wakes hours later and tells me she's all right.

      Placing the glass on the nightstand, I kick off my shoes. Sometimes she sleeps on me. Other times she holds my hand. There is always one constant—she needs to be touching me, assuring herself I’m here. With me beside her, she feels safe. I would fight to my death to keep her that way.

      I've taken her to the shooting range to learn how to handle a gun, however she refuses. She's afraid of an accident happening. I respect her decision, but that doesn't stop me from having a gun in my home and another in the glove compartment of my SUV. I mean it when I say I'll protect her and will do so by whatever means necessary.

      I lie next to her in bed as we face each other. I don't take my eyes off of her until her breath evens out. Her body starts to relax, and her hand doesn't have the death grip on mine it did a minute ago.

      When I can finally wiggle my fingers free, I slip out of her grasp and dig my phone out of my pocket. The last thing I want is for it to ring and wake her. Granted, that pill knocks her out, however, I don't want to take any chances. Cy and Eve won't expect me home tonight. Once I leave, I usually don't come back until the morning. Yes, sometimes I do have legitimate booty calls, but more than half the time, I drive to Blair’s. I'll always come to her. Years ago, I became her protector, and that's a role I gladly still hold to this day.

      Blair mumbles Brant’s name in her sleep. The fucker who abused her plagues her dream and has her body tensing. I can only hope the dream quickly fades and she's able to slip into a peaceful sleep. It makes my blood boil with rage that he still haunts her. What I wouldn’t give to make it so she would never have to worry about him again. And to think he’ll be out of jail soon. Blair isn’t the only one worried about what will happen when he’s free.
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      As I sit on my bed and take in the space around me, sadness floods me at the packed boxes scattered about my dorm room. College is over. I loved it here. I don't have a job lined up yet. I've busted my ass for four years, and deserve a few months break to relax and job hunt. My parents are throwing a graduation party for me back home.

      I have mixed feelings about going home to Arrow Falls. Yes, I did return for holidays, but during the summers, I've traveled abroad. I wanted to see all there was before I graduated, since I wasn't sure if I'd get the opportunity to do so again. And maybe there was a part of me that wanted to avoid going home as much as possible. Okay, so that was a big part of it. There's someone there I don't want to see. Someone who after four years still holds a piece of my heart, no matter how badly he broke it, or more precisely, shattered it.

      "You all packed?" my roommate, Cassidy, asks.

      "Yeah, just resting for a few before my parents get here."

      "Ah, yes, the Livingstons." She says my last name with extra snootiness. I laugh and throw a pillow at her. "Hey, I didn't say you were stuck up, just dear old Mom and Dad."

      "I know." I loved having Cassidy as a roommate. She's smart, beautiful, and has a great sense of humor.

      I lie back on the bare mattress and close my eyes, trying to find an inner tranquility. I love my family, but with them comes memories I’m not ready to face again. My mom is a homemaker. She worked until she married my dad, then her job became tending house and raising me, once I was born. They tried to have another child, but I guess it wasn't meant to be. My dad is the CEO of a biotechnology company about an hour from home.

      I obtained my bachelor's in English literature. Ideally, I'd love to work for a publishing house as an editor. Last summer, I interned at one and enjoyed it, but the company has since gone under. I've been told it's a tough field. I love the written word and wanted to pursue something I felt passionate about.

      A knock on my door has my eyes popping open. My parents enter as Cassidy is bustling around the room, packing her remaining things. My mom hugs her awkwardly and my dad nods in her direction. Cassidy is big on hugs.

      "You ready to go, peanut?" Dad asks me. I roll my eyes. I'm twenty-two years old. I’ve outgrown the nickname. He might come off frosty to others, but he's always been very loving to me.

      "Yes, everything is packed." He looks at the boxes on my side of the room and starts with the biggest one to bring it down to his SUV. I stand to stack two smaller boxes and fill my arms with them.

      "Your father can get those. No need to bother yourself with them," Mom tells me.

      "It's fine. I don't mind carrying them."

      My mom looks around the room before deciding to stand off to the side with her hands folded in front of her. While Dad is loving, Mom is more...proper and old-fashioned. She always does what my dad asks and is sure to keep the house in order and meals on the table.

      A bunch of trips later and my dad's SUV is loaded with my belongings. My little silver coupe sure wouldn't hold all the boxes. It was a gift from my parents before I started college. While it didn't do great in the snow, there was plenty of public transportation near campus during winter, and most of the time I didn't bother leaving. I'd rather stay warm inside.

      I hug Cassidy goodbye and promise to stay in touch. She's from California, so I doubt I'll be seeing her again anytime soon. Maintaining contact with people isn’t one of my strong points unless I see them often.

      We start the drive home, me ahead of my parents. It's not a short trip, but it could be much worse. I could be driving across the country like Cassidy. She's looking forward to it, where I would have been dreading it.

      Mile after boring mile I drive, and with each one, I grow more and more anxious. It's been four years since I've seen Parker. Four fucking years of me nursing a broken heart.

      No, I never got over him and don't think I ever will. My love for him was a once in a lifetime kind of love. The kind that no matter how hard you search for someone else to love, no one can come close to comparing to the other person. Believe me, I've tried. I dated a lot in college. I went to parties, had flings, but no one kept my interest. No matter how great the guy I was with seemed, he wasn't Parker.

      Parker broke my heart. He cheated on me. And worse, he did it when he knew I was coming over. Did he think he could fuck her quick in the shower and get rid of her before I got there? Maybe he thought I'd be into a threesome. I was young and inexperienced until I met him. We did like to get a little adventurous when we had sex. I have no clue what his reasoning was, but it devastated me. It brought me to my knees once I left his apartment that day. I drove to the basketball court where I first saw him, and mindlessly got out of the car to walk onto the court, where I collapsed. Luckily, no one was playing.

      It was there I lost it. I cried and screamed. I hit the ground with my fists until they were bloody. Someone came rushing over to my side to get me to stop. I didn't know who they were. They heard me screaming and wanted to make sure I was all right. I wasn't. Not even close. The lie I said was bitter on my tongue when I told them a friend had died, and I needed to get out of my house. But hadn't something died that day? A relationship of epic proportions. Love so strong I didn't think it could ever be broken. My life isn’t a fairy tale. Maybe I thought it was back then. I'm still waiting for my happily ever after.

      I've read many books and lived vicariously through the characters within them, wishing one day it would be me. My heart still hurts and I'm not sure if it will ever be healed. The pain will never leave me. Neither will the look on his face the last day I saw him.

      Parker tried to text and call me that terrible night. He left me so many voice messages that my mailbox filled and couldn’t accept any more. I changed phones and deleted all but one message from him. That message I backed up and saved. It was the last one he left me—only seven words. The way he spoke them still sends tears to my eyes when I listen to it. And I do so often. "I'm sorry, Tora. I'll always love you."

      Does he still love me? I haven't heard anything from him since. Not on my phone
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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