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DYLAN

––––––––
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Now...

I waltzed into Beaver Dam Brews like I owned the place, even though I was damn near a decade older than most of the Friday night crew sitting at the crowded bar. And why was I here in the first place? Well, that would be because my best friend, Quentin, had flown across the country to drag me out of my apartment. 

Quentin and Darcy had been in Arizona for all of twenty-four hours, and already, I regretted answering his call last week. Darcy had supposedly lured him into taking a long weekend away from work—because he was too stressed. But I knew them better than that. They were here to check up on me. And apparently that included convincing me tonight was the night I would meet my future wife.

I highly doubted it—because I was certain that I had already met and lost the woman who was meant to be my future wife. And I hadn’t yet figured out how to live without her.

“Beer’s on me if she ain’t the one,” my blonde-haired, blue-eyed brother-in-arms called out. Quentin and Darcy strolled in five minutes after our agreed upon meet time, causing me to endure the ramblings of a twenty-something douchebag detailing his latest one-night stand to an uninterested bartender.

Quentin was about six inches shorter than me and exactly the same height as his wife. Luckily, his charming, boy-next-door smile and golden curls had always made up for his height and had equally earned him the title of most desirable bachelor in the Midwest. Not that it mattered anymore—Darcy had long since put an end to that.

“And if she is, I better be the best man at your wedding,” he said, clapping a hand on my shoulder.

“Right. Come on, Q., how many girls have you set me up with and how many of them have turned out to be the one?” I asked with about as much enthusiasm as I was feeling right now. Darcy snorted beside him like she already knew the answer.

“Well, maybe if you’d get your head out of the past and start actually giving these women a chance, you might find yourself enjoying the company of the opposite sex.”

“I never said I didn’t enjoy their company. I’m just not interested in something long-term.”

Darcy arched a brow. “And why is that?”

I drained my beer and let the question dance around in my head. Why was that exactly?

It all started with a ratty old hoodie drawstring. A stupid little piece of string. I found it this morning in the back of my junk drawer—the place I had purposely put it so I wouldn’t have to look at it—and just like that, I was fifteen again.

I could smell the freshly cut grass and the scent of spring ending. I felt the rocks scraping my knees as if I was there, on Rodgers Hill, with the blonde-haired girl in the yellow shorts. I heard her before I even saw her. The quiet breaths of amusement as she scrolled through her phone. I recognized her from study hall. I’d always wanted to talk to her, but she hung out with Josie Santini and the rest of the It Girls, who I avoided like the plague. Josie Santini made it her mission to destroy my reputation because I wouldn’t go to homecoming with her.

But I didn’t see Josie around. In fact, no one was around except her. I walked up, feeling confident and bold, and kneeled beside her. I said some cheesy line like, Is this seat taken. She didn’t laugh. She didn’t say hello. She did pull the strings of my hoodie tight, so it covered my entire face.

While I was blind, she stole my phone and went through my texts.

“Dylan, huh?” I heard her say.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Were you following me?”

“What. No. I just came to get away from the party.”

“You swear?”

“I swear,” I said, holding out my pinky in an effort to appear genuine. She took it and then pulled the string to let me loose.

“Here.” She handed me the string. “It came out. You should probably fix that.”

She captured my heart that day... and she hadn’t let go of it since.

I was torn out of my thoughts when Quentin cleared his throat and Darcy said, “Here she is.”

A brunette with purple rimmed glasses sat down on the stool between us. Leaning forward, I caught Quentin’s nod from the other side, indicating this was his girl. I mouthed the words beer and you because this had to have been a joke. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, tops, and looked like she had walked into this bar thinking it was the public library.

“You must be Dylan. Quentin’s friend, right?” Her glasses slipped down, and she pushed them back up with a hot pink fingernail that could have doubled as a claw.

“What gave me away?” I responded and offered a clenched smile to my best friend, who just shrugged and slid up next to her.

“Sabrina, this is the disgustingly handsome and extremely single friend, Dylan, that I was telling you about.”

“I see that,” she said, then turned her attention back to me. “I’m Sabrina. I hope Quentin described me in much more flattering words than that. Because if my best friend ever said I was disgustingly anything, she wouldn’t have been able to finish her sentence, let alone remain standing to finish introducing me.”

I huffed out a laugh. 

That was kind of funny, I have to give her that. 

“I’m going to grab a drink,” Darcy said, already sliding off her stool. “Quentin, you coming or are you going to hover?”

Quentin raised his hands in mock surrender. “Right. We’ll just... leave you two to it.” And just like that, they were gone. I glanced back at Sabrina, expecting awkward silence.

Instead, she tilted her head slightly. “So are you always this enthusiastic about being setup, or is tonight just special?”

A quiet laugh slipped out. “That obvious?”

“Just a little.”

“Sorry,” I said. “My friends are convinced I need help.”

“Do you?”

I lifted my beer, then realized it was empty and set it back down, letting that question settle the same way Darcy’s had. “I think they’d say yes.”

“And you?”

I met her eyes for half a second before looking away. “I think they’re wasting their time.”

Sabrina studied me like she wasn’t sure if I was joking. Maybe I wasn’t.

That was five months ago. The night my best friends decided to play matchmaker. I didn’t think much of it at the time—it was just another drink, another date I wouldn’t follow up with. Unfortunately for me, she left. Sabrina called our breakup commitment-phobia. I called it survival. Either way, she left, and I was alone. Again.

My life didn’t exactly turn out how I pictured it. Mostly because I stopped allowing myself to picture anything at all. Realistically, I was thirty-three, single, and half a world away from anyone who knew the real me. And still... every road led back to her.

The real reason I never learned how to love anyone else went by the name of Carrie Donovan.
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CARRIE

––––––––
[image: ]


Now...

Walking uphill, I caught the sun cresting over the tips of the Blue Ridge Mountains, just how I remembered. “Fifteen years and this hill still makes my stomach flip,” I said out loud and laughed quietly to myself. I made a promise before driving into Oakhaven that I wouldn’t come up here looking for ghosts. But maybe that was exactly what I was doing right now. 

I stretched out on the hill, grass tickling my ears, blinking as the sun illuminated the sky above me after a restless night in my childhood bed. 

Oh my God, how do you turn this thing off? 

An obnoxious alarm tone rang from my phone, shouting out reminder in thirty different accents. 

Fifty Days. How are there only Fifty days left? 

I fumbled with the buttons on my phone, trying to turn the damn thing off, but the dismiss icon eluded me and I settled for snoozing the alarm instead. I knew my best friend, Maya, had taken my phone and set multiple reminders to keep me on track for the big day, but this was absurd. Who knew the word reminder could sound so dreadful when it played on repeat in octaves ranging from deranged chipmunk on helium to possessed GPS lady?

With the phone silenced, I tucked my feet underneath me, breathing in the fresh scent of pine and wildflowers. I didn’t get much of this in the city, and sometimes I missed it. Before, I could sit there for hours, listening to the birds chirp from high up in the oak trees. But today, I was on a schedule—a tight schedule that had been carefully curated by a group of my closest friends, and I didn’t want to keep them waiting just because I decided to take a detour down memory lane. 

I don’t know why I brought myself here, knowing good and well that it would only make me question things I’ve already fully worked out in my head. 

I reluctantly got up and dusted off my jeans, making sure there weren’t any grass stains on my butt, and made my way back down the hill to the small parking lot where I left my car. I had to stop at Mom’s house to go over a few things before lunch, so time was not currently my friend.

* * *
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Mom and I spent a solid hour going over seating charts and playlists. I was now starving and running nearly ten minutes late to meet the florist. 

“Sunflowers. I really don’t care what else goes with them, but sunflowers have to be the center of everything,” I explained to the woman behind the counter. We were looking through a binder full of display samples that made my head spin.

“What about fillers?” she asked, flipping the pages.

“Would it be wrong to leave it up to the designer?” My shoulders slumped, and I leaned against the counter.

“No, not at all,” she replied, her face bright. “I love it when I’m given creative freedom.”

“Great! Just so long as sunflowers are in there.” I signed the deposit slip and thanked her for being so accommodating.

“You’re quite welcome. Enjoy the rest of your day.” 

I’d love to enjoy the rest of my day, but the truth was that everything was jam-packed into my schedule and I was running around like a chicken with its head cut off. I checked my watch—eleven. I was supposed to meet the girls for lunch in ten minutes, but I was at least twenty minutes away. They’d forgive me for being just a few minutes late. This was, after all, all about me.

I arrived at The Pub just as Maya and Laney sat down and scowled at me.

“Sorry, everything seemed to run over today,” I apologized, pulling out a chair in the familiar diner.

“It’s okay,” Laney said, eyeing me suspiciously. “We forgive you.” 

“I’m starving, did you guys already order?” I asked, turning over the menu even though I knew everything that was on it.

“No. We just got here. But I know what I want... I’ve been dying for a chicken philly ever since you told me how great it was,” Laney said.

“Ooh, yum. Make that two.”

I laughed. “I’m getting a burger. I need some protein.”

The girls filled me in on what they’d accomplished while I was out running errands, and I felt my stomach recoiling over my bad decision to order a burger instead of the grilled chicken salad I had originally wanted. The normally medium well excuse of a burger that Patty served had hovered on the closer end of rare and because I was running on three cups of coffee and a cough drop, I was hungry enough to devour it anyway.

Laney paid for our meals and stood with her hands on the back of the chair. “Come on, let’s get a move on.”

“I’m ready.”

“Bye Patty.” I waved at the owner as we walked back into the warm summer air. 

“I’m starting to regret coming back here today,” I said, holding my stomach as it grumbled angrily at me.

“Are we talking about the lunch or the planning?” Maya side-eyed me.

“Lunch, of course. My digestive system isn’t used to greasy diner food anymore.” Maya laughed and linked her arm with mine.

“Come on, our next stop will help with that.”

“What’s our next stop?” Because I didn’t bother looking past the first three bullets on my bright pink and orange checklist. 

Maya pulled the car into a parking garage in Sunset Valley, and I still had no idea where we were going. I didn’t actually care, though, because all I wanted to do was go home and take a long hot bubble bath. 

“I don’t want to,” I whined. “I’m so tired, guys. Can we do the rest of our list tomorrow?”

“Sorry, babe. No can do. These reservations are non-refundable.” Laney and Maya pulled me out of the car and forced me to walk forward as I dragged my feet through the parking garage.

“Fine.” I elbowed each of them. “But you two owe me big time.” 

Laney rubbed the spot where my elbow had poked her. “Ouch. I sure hope this puts you in a better mood. You’re turning into a major buzzkill.”

“I’m sorry, guys. I’m just a little overwhelmed.”

We stopped in front of a building I didn’t recognize. Maybe it was recently built because the exterior was pristine: creamy white stucco with vines of ivy crawling up the sides. The double oak entry doors were painted black and adorned with two very cute gold bumblebee door knockers. But what caught my eye was the small, brushed brass plaque mounted just beside the doors, nestled between two lantern sconces. It read:

Interior design by Ellie MC.

The name was etched into the brass with perfectly clear lettering, like it was not meant to be obtrusive, but the kind of detail you only noticed if you were paying attention. Which, apparently, I was. I didn’t recognize the building, but clearly Dylan’s mother, Ellie Michaels, had made her mark farther away from our little town than I had realized. A tinge of warmth spread through me because, yeah, I was a little bit proud to know this woman who’d designed a big business. And maybe I also felt a little bit guilty because why hadn’t I known her business had grown this much?

Inside the building, we were greeted by a beautiful natural wood reception desk placed perfectly in front of a stone wall that dripped with trickling water from a fountain at the top. A low, resonant hum vibrated through the air. 

This certainly gives off a bougie spa vibe—I love it! 

We checked in and were shown to our own separate serenity chambers where we were told to change into silky white robes and chenille slippers.

I fell softly onto the bed, enjoying being lulled into a peaceful relaxation from the tranquil rain sounds playing through the room’s speaker—until a deep male voice sent me into a full body panic. I bolted upright and pulled the belted robe tight as if I wasn’t just fully exposed through the thin fabric. The man entered my room, pulling the curtain closed and gave off a quiet huff of amusement while applying a generous amount of lavender oil to his hands. 

“I’m Elijah. I’ll be your massage therapist. First things first... have you ever had a full body massage before?”

“I’ve never had any kind of massage before.”

He eyed me dubiously. “Massages by significant others count in this context. I’m just trying to get an idea of your prior experience.”

“Well, in that case, just around my shoulders. My boyfriend’s not really into oils and stuff.” 

Oh, God. Why did I just say that?

“Hmm.” He made a small, amused sound and rubbed his hands together. “That’s kind of sad for you.” 

“It is, isn’t it?” I asked, realizing that boyfriends everywhere were probably giving their girlfriends massages all the time, while mine would only rub my shoulders if I begged him—and even that was a quick thirty seconds of him pushing his thumbs into one spot until I pulled away.

Elijah cracked a smile at that and went on to explain what he’d be doing to my body for the next two hours, and I wasn’t sure if I should be jumping for joy or if I should be feeling like a cheat by the way he just described our session. He told me that some of his clients preferred he’d just massage and let them fall asleep, while others liked to talk because it eliminated the awkward silence. 

“I like to talk,” I said. Because the idea of just lying there quiet, and pretty much completely naked, while a strange—and kind of hot—guy had his hands all over me was oddly weirder than talking to this strange—and kind of hot—guy while he had his hands all over me.

The talking actually did help with my nerves, and I even felt like I was starting to relax. 

God, this feels good. Don’t stop.  

A soft moan escaped my mouth, and I buried my face into the pillow, completely embarrassed. “Did I just say that out loud? I’m so sorry,” I said, knowing that my words were muffled by the silky fabric. My face was pressed into it so far that there would probably be drool marks when I got up.

“It’s not the worst thing someone has ever said to me on this table.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” I said, lifting my head slightly, which caused him to momentarily stop his fingers from their deliciously soothing movements. “What was the worst?”

He motioned for me to lay back down by turning his pointer finger in circles. I complied, sighing when he began his work again. 

“I had a lady, a couple years ago, who would say my name over and over again in between random yeses and a ‘right there’. It was the first time I regretted telling clients my name.” I stifled a laugh in my pillow.

“Yeah. I may have bumped the timer a bit halfway through the session so her hour was up much quicker than it should have been. She never noticed... just thought she dozed off.”

“Hah! Has she been back?” I asked.

“She tried to book with me a few other times, but I told our receptionist to make sure I was always unavailable during her requested times.”

“I sure hope she tipped good.” I laughed.

“Oh, she definitely did. That was the only thing I liked about her session. The rest of it was more awkward for me than anything I’ve ever experienced. To make it even worse, after she walked out of the lobby, every single employee that was still in the building told me they heard. They all asked if massaging was the only thing going on in the room. I had to tell them what went on behind the curtain to keep from being reported for professional misconduct.”

His hands moved to my lower back, and I flexed my toes, trying my best not to moan out loud again. But it really did feel great. I could see why that lady was calling out his name. I never knew what I was missing in my touch-starved, massage-less relationship. I definitely wouldn’t have been feeling this way with... no, don’t go there, Carrie. I interrupted my own thought.

But suddenly I wondered... if I had a time machine, would I want to go back and warn my younger self about the exact moment that would have avoided a lifetime of self-inflicted emotional torment?

Elijah noticed my legs tense and paused. “Did I hurt you?” he asked, concerned.

“No. It... feels amazing,” I said, pressing my face into the pillow again. “I was trying to keep myself from turning into that moaning lady.” He didn’t laugh out loud, but I could tell he was smiling when he started back up again. 

I decided the conversation needed to make a U-turn before I let myself feel things I shouldn’t be feeling. “How long have you been a massage therapist?”

“About ten years. I originally went into physical therapy, but I quickly decided that relaxation was a better treatment than structured rehab.”

I made an interested hmm sound, urging him to keep talking. 

“I started noticing more of my clients became less achy overall with careful massage therapy directed at their pain points than weeks of stretching and shocking could do. 

“That’s pretty awesome,” I told him, genuinely impressed.

“Thanks.”

“Are you from here?” I asked just to keep the conversation flowing.

“Kind of. I grew up in a small town not far from here.”

“Oh?” I just barely turned it into a question instead of another embarrassing release of pleasure. “Me too.”

“Oh yeah? I’m from Oakhaven. It’s about twenty minutes or so west of here.” 

I almost didn’t believe him, because no one is from Oakhaven. You either live there, or you don’t actually claim it as your hometown. 

“You’re kidding,” I said, craning my neck around so I could see his face again. 

Ugh, if I went to school with this guy and he has his hands all over me, I’ll never be able to show my face here again. 

“You know it? Not many people have heard of it before.” The corners of his mouth turned up into a smile. 

“I do, actually. It’s my hometown.”

“That’s crazy. Would it be rude of me to ask how old you are? Just so I know if I should be remembering that we went to school together.”

“Thirty-three,” I told him, still looking over my shoulder. “You?”

“Eh, I’m twenty-eight. Guess we just missed each other in school. I knew I would have recognized you if we were the same age.”

I turned back around because my neck hurt from being all twisted and laid my head on the pillow. “Probably a good thing I don’t run into any of my old classmates.” 

“Why’s that?” Elijah asked, re-starting his back rub.

“Let’s just say I’d rather not explain all the ways my life has changed since then.”

“Fair enough.” 

At the end of my incredibly relaxing massage and spa treatment, I felt much more in tune with the way my body responded to touch therapy. It was one of those things you didn’t know you were missing until you experienced it. I was definitely going to be asking for more of it at home. It might take a bit of convincing, but I’m pretty sure I could talk my boyfriend into bringing some massage elements into our routine. The girls and I met back up in the lobby and gushed about our afternoon on the way to the car.

“So, Care, was this worth coming out for?” Maya asked, grinning because I knew she was about to add told you so next. 

I rolled my eyes, “Yyyesss.”

“Told you so,” she teased. And there it was. The smug look on her face was enough to make me admit that she did, in fact, know I was going to enjoy the spa day that she planned.

“Guys, I had no idea what a real massage was like until today.” I turned to walk backwards so I could see my friend’s reactions. 

“Did you know I’d never had someone touch me like that. It felt so intimate, and yet, so friendly at the same time.”

“Intimate?” they said at the same time. Maya and Laney gave each other a look, then grabbed my arm to stop me. We were standing in the middle of the sidewalk when Laney looked me in the eye.

“Are you telling me that amazing guy of yours has never rubbed your neck or gave you a back massage in bed?”

“No. Never.”

“Dang, girl. And you said he was perfect,” Maya tsked.

“I mean he is... except in the touchy-feely department. But I’m absolutely going to be changing that!” 

“And if he refuses, you can always come back and visit Elijah again.” 

I laughed and continued walking to the car. “Nah, he’s too young for me.” 

“Not me! I’ll gladly be his cougar,” Laney said, holding her fingers up like they were claws.

“Laney! Oh my gosh, you have no boundaries.”

“What? He’s not that much younger. I mean a girl’s got to have options, right?”

“Well, in that case, I got this for you.” I reached into my purse and pulled out a card that had Elijah’s business and personal phone numbers on it. 

“He gave it to me in case I wanted to book another session, but I think you’ll get more use out of it than me.” Laney took the card and beamed at me just before tucking it into her pocket.

“I’ll be using that later, thankyouverymuch.”

The trip turned out to be exactly what I needed to take my mind off all the things that had been rolling around in my head the past few weeks. But, unfortunately, as much as I was enjoying my visit home, it really was time to get back to reality.
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CARRIE

––––––––
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Fifteen Years Earlier...

The smoke from the grill wafted up in circles, sending a thick aroma of burgers and brats through the air. My stomach growled at me but there was too much going on to even think about eating. Congratulatory hugs and questions about a future I hoped would fulfill my dreams turned my insides out. My cheeks hurt from forcing the smiles, but instead of being excited, I was dreading the next phase of my life. 

I must have walked around saying thank you at least a dozen times before I heard Dylan’s familiar voice call my name. My heart skipped at the sound, heavy with a grin. I spun around to see a bouquet of sunflowers being held up to hide his face and when I reached out to take them, I felt something under my fingertips. It wasn’t the stems or the ribbon that tied them together, it was something smooth and cold. I felt around before looking down and my breath caught. Dylan had tied a beautiful silver ring with tiny diamonds embedded all the way around the circle at the stems of the bouquet. 

I wasn’t expecting this.

It wasn’t a proposal.

It was something else. A promise.

“What’s this?” I asked, slightly breathless, while I worked to untie the ribbon.

“I wanted to give you something special,” he said, pausing while I slipped it on. “Something you could always look at while we’re apart. So, you know I was serious when I said that I would wait for you.”

“You really are perfect, aren’t you?” My lashes pressed together, attempting to quail the tears that were inevitable.

“I’m not perfect. No one’s that good.” He shook his head, the smile still there on his lips. “But I do love you. I’ll still be only yours no matter how many miles there are between us.” No matter how many miles. 

I held onto him longer than normal, breathing in the sweet honey scent of him, memorizing the lines of his face. His chiseled jaw, the tiny bare line in his left eyebrow where stitches had long since healed a gash. They were parts of him I didn’t want to forget after today. 

We didn’t have much time after graduation before he was supposed to leave, and I wanted to savor it. Because after today, Dylan and I were going to be separated by several thousand miles—him in Texas for Basic Training and me in North Carolina for Duke. 

I’d been counting down and when the day finally came, I wasn’t happy to walk across the stage and accept my diploma, because that meant the end. My mother was determined not to let me miss out on it though and dragged me out of my room crying and procrastinating. I went through the motions of the day, feeling numb and putting on a show, because something terrible was about to happen in less than twelve hours. 

After the party, we hopped into Dylan’s car and drove around endlessly the entire night. I would say left, right or straight, and he would turn down some random dirt road until I gave the next direction. There were hours where we just laughed and I listened to his voice. We talked about everything except for what was about to happen the following morning, because if I didn’t talk about it, he wasn’t actually leaving, right? Obviously, I knew that wasn’t going to work but I was willing the pain of being separated from the only person who got me to go away.

We spread a blanket out on the pebbles of the riverbank at one of our favorite spots—the spot where I gave him my whole heart and half of my soul. The warmth of his chest pressed against my back soothed the trembles. My hands shook, knowing this was our last night together. His hand settled over mine and the shaking instantly stopped. I rolled over to face him and forest deep eyes stared dreamily back at me. God, I could look into those eyes for the rest of my life and never tire of them.

“What’s going on behind those beautiful eyes of yours, Care?” He pressed a thumb to my cheek, catching the tears that started to roll.

“Everything’s going to change, isn’t it?” I tried to steady my voice, but it came out shaky.

His arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me in closer to his chest. I felt the warmth of his breath on my cheek as he moved to press a long kiss to my forehead. I felt his sigh rumble through the thin fabric of his shirt before he spoke again. 

“Yeah,” he whispered. “But that doesn’t mean how I feel about you will change.”

I lifted my head, forcing him to look down at me. “How can you know that? You’ll be a world away from me. Your life is going to be so different. You’ll meet new people, new girls who...” I brought my eyes back down because I couldn’t say it. I sounded pathetic.

“Who what?” Dylan’s hand rested on my jaw, lifting my chin so I had to look at him. “New girls who what?”

I shook my head, not wanting to say something stupid out loud. Something that would make me sound like an overly attached girlfriend, desperately clinging to any shred of someone who would inevitably leave me behind. 

“Who will steal you away from me.”

He raised a brow but dropped it as his lips crashed into mine. When he pulled away with a swollen grin on his face, a small laugh rolled from his throat. “Care. Nothing and no one can replace you. I’ll still be yours until the world falls.” And for one more night, he pulled me close, lighting my skin on fire as his lips made their way around my neck, to my jaw and finally my lips. Afterward, I lay in his arms, drunk on love and the way his hand drifted in soft circles on my thigh.

Dylan dropped me off just before sunrise and I climbed into bed with tears streaming down my cheeks and the taste of his lips still on mine. I didn’t sleep. How could I with goodbye hanging above my head? My eyes were rimmed with red from the lack of sleep and constant crying when my alarm sounded.

I rolled out of bed and pulled on my black shorts and a clean white tank, ready as I’d ever be to watch the love of my life step onto an airplane that would take him far away from me for the next four months. 

At the airport, I watched his parents hug him through teary goodbyes, then my mom pulled him in for a quick embrace before it was my turn. It was the most dramatic goodbye of all Hallmark movie airport scene goodbyes but without the cheesy words. I knew this wasn’t forever, and I knew it was going to happen, but that didn’t make the whole damn thing any less painful.

His eyes never left mine, shining like sea glass in the sun, and he pressed a kiss to my lips. This was soft and romantic, nothing like the fevered kisses from the night before. “I’ll see you soon,” he mumbled.

“See you soon,” I repeated, trying my best to hold it together so he wouldn’t see me cry again. He lifted his head and smiled to our parents before bringing his attention back to me for one final kiss. Then he backed away, slowly turning away from me. I knew he wouldn’t turn back, because I could see his shoulders shake with a silent cry as he handed the attendant his ticket and boarded the plane.

The second we got back in our car, Mom gave me her pity look. God, I hated that look. There was nothing worse than feeling pitied. I stopped her before she could say anything that might make me want to scream, and we drove the rest of the way quietly ignoring my complete despair.

She just couldn’t help herself, though, and before the car hit the gravel on our driveway, she reached over and patted my leg. “Four months will go by in the blink of an eye, bug. Before you know it, you and Dylan will be back here together opening presents by the Christmas tree.”

“I know you’re right, Mom.” I inhaled, attempting to hold myself together. “But something just tells me nothing will be the same anymore.”

“Of course it won’t be the same. If we were meant to always be the same people we were at eighteen, life would be incredibly boring.” I tore my eyes away from the window and caught her smile. 

“And you and I—we’re not boring people. Are we?”

“Sometimes I want to be.” I let my finger trace the trail of a raindrop slowly falling down my window and felt like my heart was breaking into tiny little pieces.

“You’re looking at this all wrong, Carrie. These are the best days of your life coming up. This distance between you guys will test you, but it will make you stronger for it. And the stronger you are for yourselves, the stronger you’ll be for each other.”

“Okay. I’m going to go finish packing now.” I opened the passenger side door and made the short walk to the porch before deciding I actually didn’t feel like packing the rest of my clothes up. Instead, I pivoted and walked toward the street, yelling back at my mom as I went. 

“I’m going for a walk. Be back later.”

It didn’t matter to me that it was sprinkling, and my tank top was starting to stick to my skin. I just wanted to walk until this feeling of fear and sadness went away. I walked all the way through town and back again, letting my mind wander with every crazy scenario it could come up with. It got the best of me when I ran through the possibility of Dylan meeting someone gorgeous and dumping me over text, him saying we just grew apart and he doesn’t love me anymore. 

None of those thoughts helped to ease my nerves about starting my freshman year at Duke because I wanted to continue being one of the first people he saw when he woke up. The way it had been every morning since we were fifteen.  
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CARRIE

––––––––
[image: ]


Barely three weeks into my first semester and I was already drowning. I kept telling myself I needed more time to let it sink in. Everyone told me the beginning was the hardest and I felt it in my bones because the one constant in my life was gone.

My roommate was nice, but she was hardly ever there. She partied a lot, and I was never very big on parties, so I sat alone in our room almost every night. I’d only met one person who cared to talk to me since arriving. My econ textbook might as well have been written in another language. I’d missed two calls from Dylan because of study group, and every time someone mentioned freshman experience, I wanted to punch a wall.

So, when Mom texted, Mind if I drive in for a visit tomorrow? Just a quick day trip—I said yes, even though I barely had the energy to shower.

We spent the afternoon walking around downtown Durham, shopping while she filled me in on the latest small-town gossip. With sore feet and exhaustion clinging to every part of me, we dropped onto the edge of my glorified twin bed. Mom pulled out muffins and my favorite lavender hand lotion and sat next to me like nothing was bothering her at all. 

I didn’t buy it. I squinted, trying to decipher the look on her face. There was a reason she’d driven seven hours for a day trip—and it wasn’t boutique shopping in a college town.

She didn’t jump right into it, so I let her beat around the bush. We talked about classes, about how I wasn’t really loving college life yet and about how Dylan and I were “making it work” even though I’d conveniently skipped mentioning how strained things were between us.

Then she got quiet, twisting a strand of hair around her finger the way she always did when she was nervous, and she avoided looking me in the eye.

“What’s wrong, Mom?” I asked. “Is everything okay? You’re not dying or anything, are you?”

“What? Carrie, that’s ridiculous. Why would you think I’m dying?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged, taking a bite of my muffin. “You’re acting weird.” 

“I saw your dad the other day,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Did he forget to Venmo again?” 

My father was notorious for forgetting to send money to help cover my allowance. Since neither of them wanted me getting a job my first year, they agreed to send money each week for snacks, gas and the occasional meal out.

“No,” Mom said. “He actually brought the money in person this time. We met for drinks.”

I swallowed a laugh. “That’s weirdly out of character for you guys. Was Chelsea there too?” 

Chelsea—my stepmother from hell—and my mother didn’t get along at all. Something about their personalities clashing. I didn’t blame Mom; Chelsea was very much like her, stubborn and bull-headed and always fawning over my half-sisters like they were Drizella and Anastasia. Sometimes I think Mom wishes she and Dad were still together. 

But Mom didn’t laugh at my comment. She looked away and her eyes glazed for a second, then she snapped back.

“He met me at that little salsa bar near the lighthouse,” she said. “The one with the old jukebox that turns into a dance place at night.” I could feel her hesitation, like she was waiting for me to interrupt. “He said it like it was an inside joke, like he thought I would laugh with him. It reminded him of somewhere else.”

“Like where? One of his old stomping grounds in California?” I tried to smile, but her frown didn’t budge. Mom and Dad grew up in California. They only moved to Virginia after they got pregnant with me. It was always kind of funny to me because both of Dylan’s parents also grew up in California and ended up in the same small town—it was like fate. 

“No.” Her voice turned sour. “It reminded him of a bar where he said he met Ellie Michaels.” She turned to me and tears formed in her eyes. “Dylan’s mom. They met one night. And then he met me the very next.” My body went still, and she sensed it. She laughed, a mix of pain tearing through her voice. “Yeah. Apparently, he thought I already knew this, but when he saw the confused look on my face, he...” She paused, swallowing. “He kept talking. He said they had a night together. He didn’t know her name back then—didn’t even connect the dots until we were all together at Dylan’s house last year. But that bar—the reason he was there... the whole reason we met was because he was looking for her.”

My heartbeat tripped. “They had a night? What does that even mean?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

Mom winced. “A one-night stand.”

Everything inside me flipped. I felt like I was going to pass out. “Oh my God,” I whispered. “Does that mean we’re—?”

“No.” She cut me off fast. “No, bug. She was already pregnant with Dylan when... when it happened.” But I didn’t hear her. My brain was already racing, replaying parts of last summer. 

We’d uncovered a big secret last summer. A secret that my mom kept from me for my whole life. She had lied about being pregnant when she was younger. Something she was completely ashamed of. But this was a whole new layer, because the person she lied about being pregnant with was Dylan’s dad. It was the whole reason that Dylan grew up without his dad, the whole reason that everyone thought he was dead. And now my dad slept with my boyfriend’s mom?
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Dad.

Ellie.


Dylan.

Me.




Am I in love with someone I’m somehow related to? 

I stood up so quickly the room tilted beneath my feet. Last summer flashed behind my eyes like a movie. Every secret we uncovered, every lie that we exposed. Dylan and I had uncovered enough secrets to last a lifetime.

We found out that Dylan’s father wasn’t dead like everyone thought. Our parents had been connected when they were kids. And now I was finding out my mother hadn’t just sabotaged an entire family with her lies—she might have caused me, inadvertently, to be related to my boyfriend. 

Oh my God, I’m going to be sick. 

“Carrie,” Mom said, reaching for my hand. “It’s really not that bad. It was so long ago, and it led to me and your dad and then you—”

But it was too late. I was already walking out of my dorm room. I needed air. When Mom caught up with me, I was halfway down the block, speed walking to nowhere in particular. Just away.

“I didn’t want this to upset you, bug,” she said, keeping pace beside me. 

“Then why did you tell me, Mom?”

“I just... felt like I needed to tell someone.” Her voice cracked. “Get it off my chest, you know? I obviously couldn’t tell my best friend seeing as how it involved her.” 

This wasn’t my love life, this was hers, and somehow, I’d become collateral damage.

“This is too weird,” I snapped. “You and Dylan’s dad... and my dad and Dylan’s mom. What the hell kind of messed up love triangle did you bring me into?”

“Okay,” Mom said sharply. “Stop being dramatic.”

“Dramatic?” I barked out a laugh that didn’t sound like me. “No, Mom. Dramatic is us finding out you lied about being pregnant to keep a man. Dramatic is your decision that robbed a family—Dylan’s family—of an entire lifetime.” I sucked in a breath, swallowing hard, because suddenly I was gasping for air in the middle of a complete breakdown. 

“This? This is not dramatic.” My voice shook. “This is me realizing my whole existence is the result of a twisted lie. And...” I pressed a hand to my stomach. “Oh my God, I almost believed he was my half-brother or something.”

Mom’s hands dropped to her side, and she turned away from me. I wasn’t sure what she expected would happen after she dropped that bomb, but I immediately felt terrible for yelling at her. 

“I shouldn’t have brought that up,” I said, hanging onto her arm. I knew how hard it was for her last year to work up enough courage to tell us how she knew Ellie.

“Don’t worry about that, baby. I let it go when we straightened it all out last year. I just don’t want you to let this be a big deal.”

“But it is a big deal,” I shot back, not caring to stop the tears from trickling down my face at this point. I sank down on the grassy hill and buried my face in my hands. 

“I don’t know anything anymore. I feel like I’m drowning, and this feels like a giant weight pulling me down even more.”

The warmth of my mom’s arms wrapped around my shoulders, pulling me into her, and I let go of everything. I told her about all the things that felt like they were going wrong. 

“I feel like I’m not enough, Mom.”

“Not enough for who?”

“For anyone. I’m not smart enough for these classes, I’m not cool enough for these people, I’m not strong enough to be here without Dylan. It sucks. It’s not what I thought it would be.”

Her face fell and she hugged me tighter. “Don’t worry about the friends, baby girl, they’ll come. And the classes—it’s only your first year, this is all new. You’ll get it because I know you want this, and you always find a way to meet your goals.” She leaned in and rested her head against my shoulder, letting my sobs subside before she continued. 

“Now... what’s going on with Dylan? I thought you were doing good.”

“I don’t know. We barely talk anymore and when we do, our conversations are so short because he can only talk on the phone for a few minutes at a time.” I paused, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand.

“He asks me how my day went, and I can’t bring myself to tell him all of this because I don’t want to ruin what little time we have. So, instead we end up just sitting there in awkward silence until one of us says we have to go.”

“Oh, honey. This is hard, I know, but don’t let all that’s going on here cloud your relationship. Let him be there for you and be there for him. He’s going through changes too.”

“I don’t want to bring him down, though. His training is stressful enough without adding in his girlfriend’s problems.” 

When Mom sat back and winked at me, a little bit of that weight disappeared, but there wasn’t much else to say about why I was feeling so terrible. I just was not in the right headspace, and I needed to figure out how to get out of the hole I had dug myself into. Every time a thought about Dylan and someone else entered my mind, I fell apart. I didn’t know why I couldn’t let that go. I knew he loved me. I twisted the promise ring on my finger, feeling the rough diamonds under my fingertip.

“Mom? Do you mind if we skip dinner out? I just want to lay down and close my eyes.”

I walked her back to the parking lot where she’d parked earlier and hugged her goodbye. After watching Mom drive away, I took my time walking back to the dorm. When I finally made it to my room, I looked down at the phone, tossing it from hand to hand for ten full minutes before dialing Dylan’s number. It was almost time for his phone break, and I hoped he’d been given his phone already. They keep all the new trainees’ phones locked up until their designated phone break, and then they have to hand them over again.

“Hey, babe.” His raspy voice on the other end of the line rushed through me and I almost forgot why I was so upset. But then my eyes landed on the lotion Mom brought earlier and the unsettling rumble in my stomach took over again.

“Hey,” I said, not quite sure how to approach the subject. 

“What’s going on? You sound upset?” 

He always knew when I was upset. I wasn’t good at hiding it. But, did he know what I was about to tell him?

“I am.” My voice had an edge to it that I immediately regretted, because I wasn’t upset with him. He didn’t do anything wrong.

“Well, why are you upset?” he asked. “Did something happen today in class?”

“No, not in class,” I sighed. “Actually, Mom came out. We spent the day shopping, and we were supposed to go to dinner, but I just couldn’t—not after what she told me. Dyl, did you know about our parents?”

“Know what? Your mom drove seven hours to hang out with you, and you sent her away? That’s pretty harsh, Care.”

“I know. It was mean, but she had just told me about...” I hesitated, bile rising in my throat again. “About your mom.”

“My mom?” Dylan responded, confusion laced in those two little words.

“Yeah. And my dad. Apparently, they had a one-night stand. Before she knew she was pregnant with you. Before my mom even met my dad. And she just casually dropped that on me while handing me muffins and lotion like it wasn’t going to completely change the way I looked at everything.

“Wait—what are you talking about? My mom and your dad?”

“Yes! She said they met at some bar, and they didn’t know each other’s names until that night we all had dinner at your house.” I swallowed hard. “She told me your mom didn’t know she was already pregnant when it happened, but oh my God, Dyl. For a second, I actually thought we were...”

“Related?”

“Yeah. And even now, I don’t know. I mean, obviously it’s not true. You’re not my brother. But still, like—how is this our life?”

“I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t know they had a thing?”

“No. We knew about your mom and my dad but not... that’s insane.”

“Ugh. I’m glad it’s not just me. I feel like I’m somehow inside some twisted soap opera.”

“You and me both. But did your mom know all along?”

“No. She just found out. Guess my dad let it slip.”

“So, it’s not like she was hiding it from you or something, right? Think of how she must be feeling right now.”

“Oh!” I gasped. It just dawned on me how terrible I had been. I was so clouded in my own spiral and didn’t even stop to consider that the news was probably really hard on her. Finding out that the man you thought you met on a random night at the bar was actually there looking for your ex-boyfriend’s girlfriend... again twisted, but now I see it through her eyes.  

“Oh shoot. You’re right.” I winced. “And I was such a brat about it too. I just didn’t know how to process it all. It was just... too much.”

“I know. But... think of it this way. Everyone has history. This is just part of ours. It’s kind of a funny story if you think of it that way.”

“It’s not funny, Dylan. It got me thinking about everything. School, us, the future. Trying to hold us together long-distance, pretending like it’s all okay, and it’s not.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m so stressed out here. It’s not at all how I thought college would be, and...”

“And what? This sounds like a lead up to breaking up with me.”

“No! No. I just—I don’t know what I want.”

“You’re stressing out about something that’s not a big deal.”

“But it is a big deal. Ugh, fine, whatever. You don’t get it.” 

There was a knock on my door, and I crossed the room, still holding the phone to my ear. I was relieved to see Laney’s bright-eyed face in the hallway. She was the only friend I was able to meet here so far, and right now, I really needed a friend.

“Dylan, Laney just showed up. I’m going to go, okay?”

“I don’t want to hang up when you’re mad at me, though.”

“It’s fine.”

“It doesn’t sound fine. Are we okay?” he asked, his voice cracking on the question.

“Yeah, I guess. I’ll talk to you later.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow as soon as I get my phone break. And Care?”

“What?” I sounded annoyed, even to myself.

“I love you.”

I deflated. Hearing those words made my heart ache to be next to him. “Love you too.” I hung up before I started to cry, took a deep breath and turned back to my friend who was now sitting on my bed waiting for me.
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DYLAN
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By morning, I was still reeling over the phone call Carrie and I had last night. I hated that we hung up with her being angry. I couldn’t figure out what was on her mind, and I was worried she was so overwhelmed that she’d call it quits on us before giving me a chance to help. 

I didn’t get much sleep, if any, and I was supposed to be up and dressed in five minutes with everything clean and tidy. It wasn’t easy getting used to sleeping in close quarters with twenty other guys. Add that on top of always needing to be precise, not make any mistakes and push through the endless training and conditioning and it’ll break even the hardest of us. No less than five guys had already dropped out since we’d been here.

And Captain Dickhead was the worst of them. He decided he was going to show up early today, making it obvious that I didn’t have time to get my bed fully made. I was the only one who’d rolled out of bed after the wake-up call and the only one who wasn’t in line when he walked in.

The captain stomped in, boots drumming with every step, and blew his loud ass whistle that hung around his neck like a trophy. I winced at the sound and hurried to the foot of my bed, standing at attention with the rest of my squad. I hoped he was in a good mood this morning and wouldn’t write me up.

“Michaels!” he screamed in my face, giving me a whiff of spearmint gum and a hint of cigarette. It was almost enough to make me want to turn my head and breathe in fresh air, but that would result in a far worse punishment than my unmade bed. I guessed I wasn’t going to be getting off with his good mood. So, I stood there and held my breath while he continued to shout. 

“What is this mess, soldier?” he barked. “Do you think the legacy of your father makes you more important than the rest of these men?”

“Sir! No, Sir!” I responded, gulping in air so I could hold my breath again. 

“Good. Because it doesn’t.” He backed up a step and his eyes narrowed in on my unmade bed, allowing me to slowly release the breath I was holding. 

“That mess will cost you extra cleaning duty. Get it cleaned up, then report directly to the boot room to receive your assignment.”

“Sir! Yes, Sir!” I saluted. Then he, thankfully, moved on with his inspection, and left with that kiss-ass Airman sidekick, Tinney, who was trying way too hard to get on his good side. 

I scrambled to get my bed made and shoved two very sore feet into boots that were sitting at the foot of my bed just so I could make it to the boot room in time for morning assignments. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think the captain did this on purpose because the boot room was practically on the other side of the base. I wouldn’t put it past him. He seemed to have taken a special hatred toward me ever since he found out my dad had served over his ten years ago.

Apparently, my dad had received a promotion out of turn, and it didn’t sit nicely with Captain Dickhead’s dad back then. I knew family ties always got around, but I didn’t think the fact that my father was a wounded retired officer with a purple heart would make me a target for hazing. 

Out of breath and slightly disheveled, I rushed into the boot room just in time to be given my assignment for the day. Extra cleaning duties included boot scrubbing and polishing every secondary pair of boots for every man in the squadron. That was damn near two hundred boots. 

This is going to take all day.

The other guys in the boot room started messing around as soon as our training instructor left. They must have been used to cleaning duties because they all seemed unbothered by being in here, leaning against the counters talking trash about several high-ranking officers. I noticed that they were almost too comfortable when they started barking out orders to a couple of the guys who were much smaller than them. 

I kept my
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