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      I’ll always remember the background music that played downstairs that night. Those notes will forever haunt me. They played softly as midnight struck, as our friends and family raised glasses and kissed lips. So softly, so delicately, as my husband raped me in our upstairs bedroom. As he pinned my arms behind my back. As he told me not to cry out. As he convinced me it was what I deserved.
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      REESE

      Let me be honest with you; I don’t fall in love anymore. I love women, sure. But I have a type, and any woman who doesn’t have red hair, long legs, and hate my guts…just isn’t it.

      I’ve been working next door to Kat Roberts’ shop for four months. Four torturous months of watching her walk by my window as I sit at my desk, counting down the minutes until five o’clock.

      The post office is directly across the street, and she runs in, returning with a handful of mail from her PO box; then she runs it back inside her shop, only to return back outside a few minutes later. She loves to grab lunch at the little deli across the street, too. She’ll go out the front door of her store again and I’ll hear the little bell they have installed to alert the arrival of customers. I hear that bell and glance over—every time. I’m like Pavlov’s fucking dog. I know I’ll get a treat, so I look.

      It’s summer now. Kat loves skirts, and I love watching her ivory legs scurry across the pavement. I love watching her red hair whip in the wind. It’s longer now.

      I hold onto these moments because I’m sure they’ll end. She’s on a deli sandwich kick. Once it’s over, she’ll probably start grabbing lunch somewhere away from our small-town square, and that’s no good. That means she’ll leave through the back entrance of her shop to where her car is parked. That means I won’t see her.

      As for me, I bring my lunch to work every day, and I carpool with my boss, which means I stay put. I have a little mini fridge next to my desk, so it isn’t a big deal. I sit in the small room in the back and catch up on Netflix shows while browsing social media. And besides, staying put means Kat won’t see me.

      I arrive to the office before her shops open and leave before she locks up. It works out well. Kat doesn’t want to see my face, and I’m scared of the cool indifference I’ll meet if she does lay eyes on me. I left things a fucking mess between us.

      I’m sure things haven’t changed, and never will. I’ve become fairly good at fucking up great opportunities in my life; and no matter how far I dig myself out of holes I’ve inhabited, Kat’s the one thing that’ll always be out of reach. I’m content here, in my little fishbowl—watching her dance across my vision, around my world.

      I huff out a breath, glancing at the time on my computer then flipping over my boss’s appointment book. Nothing for over an hour, so I have time to eat. I reach down and pull open the mini fridge door, locating my cliché brown paper bag. My stepmother loves making lunch for me—another reason staying put isn’t an issue. I don’t even have to prepare it. I reach my other arm in and pull out a Pepsi before taking a sip straight out of the bottle.

      On my way back down our small hallway, I text my boss to let him know I’m stepping away from my desk. I’d normally pop my head in, but he’s currently with a client and I have no clue who it is. He doesn’t have anyone on the schedule, but I found his door closed and heard the murmur of voices behind the glass after I’d stepped away to use the restroom earlier.

      The small, plain, windowless room in the back has no door, so I can listen for the front one in case it opens if someone walks in. I also position myself so I can see the stream of light that pours in when someone enters.

      I grab a napkin from the center of the table and rip open my bag, excited for the surprise my stepmother packed for me. She never disappoints. Today I’m greeted by a chicken salad sandwich, which some might find dull, but I know better. She always puts fresh feta and relish in with the chicken and mayo. My mouth waters just looking at it, and when I take a bite, I make an embarrassing audible sound. Good god, I need a co-worker.

      I pull out my phone and shoot a text to one of my friends.

      Me: How do you feel about playing tonight?

      Alec: Who is this?

      Me: Funny. You’re a funny fucker.

      Alec: Is this the former lead singer of this band I was in that I loved and had to mourn the loss of due to some dill hole’s daddy issues?

      Me: Jesus…you don’t mess around with the insults do you?

      Alec: Sorry. That was harsh. I’m hungover.

      Me: It’s a Tuesday.

      Alec: The Reese I know would never text me in that tone of voice.

      Me: Okay, do you want to play or not?

      Alec: No…

      Alec: …thing would make me happier.

      Me: I hate you.

      Alec: You adore me. Where at?

      Me: You still working at Revenge of the Spaceballs?

      Alec: Yes. Perfect. I’ll ask my boss if I can open up after hours for us.

      Me: Text me the time and I’m there. It’s been too long.

      I throw my phone on the table and raise my thumb to my face, pressing deep at the spot between my eyes. What the fuck am I doing? We haven’t played together in months. I let the band fall apart because I was trying to be responsible, trying to leave the dream of playing music for a living in the past. But recently, another one of my best friends left our small town to move to Nashville, and all those dreams came flooding back. He asked me to go too, but I declined. I’ve worked myself into a steady rhythm—a mind-numbing rhythm of small-town suffocation, but a rhythm that moves in time with my father’s. It’s been so long since he and I found anything resembling peace with each other, and I don’t want to upset the balance. Maybe my dreams will wait for me.

      I know I’m being a coward. I know it. My stepsister knows it as well. Every time she gets me on the phone, she scolds me.

      “You’re not being true to the person you are. Your dad is just going to have to come to terms with the fact that you’re an artist.”

      Easier said than done. Plus, she doesn’t have a father with rigid expectations to live up to. She has a mother who supports her every move.

      The sound of voices getting louder raises me from my thoughts, so I stand up, gathering my lunch and then throwing it in the waste bin by the open door before walking into the hall. I saunter past my boss’s office, sit down in my chair, and then spin around a few times before facing my computer. Just as my boss and his guest leave his office, I turn to face them, trying not to let my face betray my emotions when I see who the mystery guest is.

      “Thank you again for taking the time to speak with me,” Chuck Thompson says, extending his hand to my boss.

      “Of course. I’ll be in touch soon to continue this. Have a great rest of the week,” my boss replies. “You know Reese, don’t you? Reese, this is Charles Thompson.”

      I stand and smirk, hoping the few inches I have on him is annoying as hell. “Chuck,” I say tersely, extending my hand to the asshole in front of me.

      His face quickly becomes somber. He isn’t a Charles to me, he’s a Chuck. A chump, a cocksucker. I can go on and on. He takes my hand to shake it. I grip tightly—a little too tightly—and then drop it. I want him to remember the last time I had my hands on him.

      He turns back to my boss and lights up again with his hundred-watt, fake ass grin. “We’ll talk soon,” he says, then walks out the door.

      I wait until the door closes to turn to my boss, my arms folding as I do so. “What was he doing here?” I demand.

      “It’s too soon to share. Maybe when I know more I can let you in on everything,” he says, walking to the coffee machine in the corner, dismissing me.

      “He’s a piece of shit,” I state.

      My boss’s gaze quickly darts to the small waiting area behind him, and once he notices there’s no one in the room, he relaxes a little, turning back to me. “Language,” he orders.

      “There’s no one here but us,” I respond with a laugh, throwing my arms up.

      “I don’t care,” he says, evenly. “I don’t want talk like that to be a habit.” He’s never one to let his voice betray his emotions.

      I roll my eyes and turn away, flopping back down onto my chair. I begin working through the paperwork piled to the right of my computer, because there’s no use with him. If he says he isn’t going to tell me what’s going on, then he means it. I try to let my rage cannibalize itself.

      Chuck Thompson is Kat’s ex-husband, and I know all about him. I know his dirty little secrets, and I can’t be a part of a single thing connected to him, though I can’t let my boss know why. It isn’t my story to tell. It isn’t my secret. It shouldn’t be a secret. Everyone should know what kind of man he is, but it’s out of my hands. I wonder how Kat would feel if she knew he was just one building over, mere moments ago.

      This is a small town, but you can still hide in a small town when you want to. You can duck down an aisle quickly in Wal-Mart if you see someone you don’t want to talk to. You can hide your face in your phone when the neighbor you’re trying to avoid walks in to Dairy Queen. You can hide in plain sight. Kat doesn’t frequent any of the bars here in town, where I know Chuck loves to hang out. Surely, she’s been able to avoid him for the past two years.

      My boss finishes pouring his coffee, ignoring the anger coming off me—palpable in the small space—and retreats to his office, obviously not caring to know more about my opinion. Typical. My phone buzzes on my desk, making me jump. I reach for it and pull up my new text.

      Alec: Tonight. 7 p.m. Let’s get back at it. Also, you look handsome today.

      I laugh and look out the windows in the front of my office. To the right of the post office is Revenge of the Spaceballs—the comic shop my friend works at. He’s standing on the concrete slab in front of it, waving at me with his phone in his hand and a huge Sonic drink in the other. I laugh and tap out a text.

      Me: Perfect. Now get inside and go back to work you fucking creeper.
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      KAT

      On Tuesdays, I allow myself a luxury. A small reward for dragging myself through Monday and surviving its second coming. Some Tuesdays it’s an Amazon one-click spree, sometimes it’s a trip to the antique mall four doors down, and sometimes it’s a double-chocolate scoop cone from the ice cream shop next door. This Tuesday is the kind to satisfy that sweet tooth.

      Today has been hell. The Monday deliveries to my small shop arrived late, so yesterday’s work trickled into today’s, throwing everything off. The summer months at Fiddlesticks are always busy. I usually hire extra help, but this year I put it off. I’ve been trying to convince myself it’s just to keep busy, not because I can’t afford it. I don’t really have much of a social life these days anyway, so I pick up the extra slack. It’s beginning to wear on me, though. I’ve been spending most Saturdays recovering from the five days prior. Something has to give.

      With chocolate on my mind, I start to make my way to the ice cream shop next door, until I trip on something lying in front of the large glass opening of my shop. I brace myself from falling by grabbing the large baker’s rack filled with flowers next to me, before turning and scowling at what I tripped over. My eyes land eyes on a bouquet of roses. Strange. I look around and see no cars nearby. It’s six p.m.; the post office has been closed for an hour and a half, and the office next door for an hour. The comic shop diagonal from me closed at six as well and it looks like there aren’t any customers inside.

      I reach down and pick up the roses, fumbling for a tag, but I find none. Odd. I place them on our rack and make a mental note to grab them on my way back.

      My home is above my shop; I’ve been living there for two and half years. I love it. It’s my own—safe and convenient. Late nights don’t feel so bad when you sleep above your work, but I have to admit, it sometimes gets old. I often find myself staring on a Friday night, realizing I haven’t left my block all week. This is my new normal. Although it’s really sitting poorly with me, I’m not doing anything to actively change my new reality.

      I search my mind for the last time I experienced anything resembling fun as I enter the ice cream shop and head to the counter. They’re not closing up for a half hour yet, but there’s no one in line. The man behind the counter smiles at me.

      “I’ll take mint chocolate chip in a cone,” I say, offering a smile back.

      “Not your usual chocolate today?” he asks as he reaches for an ice cream scoop.

      “No, shaking things up,” I answer. Sera—my best friend—always got mint chocolate chip, and I want to feel a little less sad. She moved away again, and the days since have been long. She’s my lifeline, and I’m looking at a long summer without her. Just like two years ago.

      I pay for my cone and walk the few steps back home, grabbing the roses I left on the way. Once I’m home in my own space, I throw them on the counter, planning to look more closely for a tag. I sit at my bar and lick the ice cream from the cone that’s now dribbling down it. There’s a small length of countertop at the front of my apartment below one of the windows, and from there I can look down on Commercial Street.

      I pull out my phone and begin writing a text with one hand as I eat my ice cream.

      Me: I miss you. Today is sucky.

      Sera: I miss you too. What happened?

      Me: Nothing. Just random sadness. It happens. How was your weekend?

      Sera: Great. Dancing, writing, rain.

      Me: Lucky. There were flowers on the front step of my shop after I closed up. That’s weird, right?

      Sera: From?

      Me: No clue. No tag.

      Sera: #secretadmirer #stalker

      Me: I hate when you talk in hashtags….

      Sera: #notsorry

      Sera: Could they be for one of your employees?

      Me: True. Jeez…talk about narcissism. Oops.

      Sera: You’re the least narcissistic person I know. Stop.

      Me: Well, thank you. And I’ll bring them back downstairs in the morning. Maybe one of the girls will know.

      Sera: Good idea. Hey, Chace is calling me from the shower. I gotta go ;) Me: You two make me sick. Bye.

      Sera: #hatersgonnahate ;) Bye

      I laugh and toss my phone into my purse on the floor, staring absentmindedly out of my window as I finish my ice cream cone. The street looks nearly deserted already, so my eyes easily catch movement to my right—in front of the comic book shop across the street. A guy walks out of the front door just as the door to a truck parked in front opens. The truck looks slightly familiar, but there are lots of black Chevys in town. The guy emerging is wearing a backward ball cap and a white T-shirt. My stomach flips a little as he walks around to his truck bed and pulls the back hatch down. No way. I recognize his walk, his strut. The sway of his arms.

      The guy who came from the shop walks around the driver’s side and the truck owner turns to him, smiling. Yes. I know that smile. I hate that smile. It’s him. It’s Reese. I glare at his grinning face from where I sit, though he can’t possibly see me.

      I push off the counter and leave the window, needing to get as far away as I can from his smile. He’s beautiful. Still. I walk back to my bathroom, shedding clothing and cursing as I go. I close my eyes when the rush of water from my shower-head hits me. Liars lie and I do not sleep with liars. Not anymore. I say it out loud. Twice.

      I’ve had worse done to me in this life than what Reese put me through. But still, I never want to lock eyes with him again. It’ll bring everything back from two years ago—the worst year of my life. I grimly replay it all as I wash my body, trying to ignore the butterflies colliding in my belly.

      Are the flowers from him? Surely not. I wring the water from my hair and step out of the shower, reaching for a towel. Reese has to know how I feel about him. He knows to stay away. And it’s been so long since our little fling, or whatever it was. I don’t even know what to call it. He’s a lot of things, but he isn’t the kind of man to harass a woman. My stomach sinks when another option flashes into my mind. My ex-husband—Charles. No. The divorce was final. I went back to my maiden name. It’s over.

      I had changed my phone number as soon as I moved out, keeping to email-only correspondence for the past two and a half years. I haven’t seen Charles since the night he showed up outside my shop, bloody and bruised. The night Reese left. Is this connected? No, that’s reaching, I decide, as I shake my head, banishing thoughts of both men from my mind.

      I dry myself off and walk into my small bedroom, pulling panties and my robe on after applying lotion on my warm skin. I walk to my bedroom window and push it open. This time of night is sometimes cool, and I love the feel of the breeze on my arms after a scalding shower. So, I reach for the record player next to my bed, but I stop when the sound of music flows into my apartment. I pull the curtain to the side and look out. My bedroom is on the far right and has a window opening to the top of the one-story office next door, as well as a window looking out onto the street below.

      The sound of music echoes down the abandoned street. Band practice, okay. He still plays. I leave my record player untouched and retreat to my living room where I power on the TV, trying to drown out the voice slipping in through my bedroom window.

      After a couple of hours of mindless cable, I power everything off and follow the sound of background music entering my bedroom. I pull the covers back on my bed and crawl in, pretending I’m not listening intently to Reese’s voice. I’m exhausted and want to sleep, but I don’t want to stop listening. I clench my eyes and count, because it always helps me drift off. After starting back at number one numerous times, I give up.

      I hear the band stop playing and about twenty minutes later, the sound of the guys talking in the street. Then eventually, the sound of their vehicles driving off. I peek out my window one last time and notice Reese’s truck still parked in front of the comic book store. Weird.

      I lie back in bed and try again to fall asleep, but just as I’m drifting off, I hear a tap on my window. The one leading to the roof of the office next door. I freeze, my heart racing in my chest, and I stay completely still. Why didn’t I close that one? The different ways I’ll pay for the mistake flood my brain, and my eyes well up.

      A voice cuts into my room. “Kat, are you awake?”

      I bolt upright in recognition.

      “Fuck, okay, you are. Jesus, you scared me,” Reese says, clutching his chest.

      “I scared you?” I screech, pulling the covers off my body and walking toward him, causing him to pull his upper body from the window. “What are you doing on the roof near my window?”

      He recovers quickly. “The question is, why do you have your window open so some murderer or rapist can just climb up here and crawl through?”

      I flinch at his words, and his face immediately softens. “I’m sorry,” his voice rushes out. “It’s just…it’s dangerous, Kat.”

      I nod in response. He’s right. “Seriously, what are you doing up here?” I ask again, leaning out to where he’s kneeling.

      He falls back and sits down, pointing across the street. “I was having band practice. I saw your window open and all the lights off.”

      “You could have called.”

      “I didn’t think…after everything…you’d take a call from me,” he says.

      “You could have texted.”

      “Same song, different verse.” He laughs.

      His laugh. God, his laugh.

      I don’t smile. I won’t let him make me. “Well, thanks,” I say dismissively.

      He pushes off the roof and begins walking away. I watch him take a few steps and then stop, suddenly turning and coming back in my direction.

      I shrink back into the window as he fills it.

      “Your ex-husband was next door today. I work there now. Shut your windows from now on. Please.”

      Then he’s gone, taking all my air with him.
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      ANDREW

      I’d been called a lot of things in my twenty-two years of life. Stubborn was definitely one of them. It was pretty unoriginal, not nearly as colorful as some of the other words used, and I often let it roll off my shoulders.

      “You’re going to be glad you went home,” my mother said a week ago.

      And she was right—I was glad to be back home; I just didn’t want to admit it.

      My stepsister Sera recently moved back to Missouri and was living in her childhood home out in the woods. I hadn’t seen her in a while and goddamn was she one of my favorite people. We didn’t share blood, but you wouldn’t know that by the way we got along. She was seven years my senior, and I looked up to her. Actually, I admired her above all others. She was making a living doing what she loved—being an artist, being creatively free—and I envied that. What was my greatest accomplishment? Well, as of late, it was that I had successfully avoided an argument with my father since returning to southern Missouri.

      Two days later—when I arrived at my sister’s house for a barbecue the whole family was invited to—I’d also called the band up, letting them know my little retreat to my mother’s house in Kansas City was over and practices could resume. To celebrate that fact, they joined me on Sunday for the barbecue fun.

      We all piled into my truck and made the short drive out to the old house in the country. When we arrived, a smile warmed my face as I saw my sister walking down the porch steps, grinning at me. “Everyone should be around back,” I said to my friends when they hopped out. I slammed my door and walked around the front of my truck to meet Sera.

      “The resident country music star is home, I see,” my sister said with a laugh while she waved to the guys walking around the house.

      I puffed out a breath of air and rolled my eyes. “I’m not a star. I mean, in some circles maybe.” I reached up and ran my hands over my chest. “I’m sure some ladies would say I am a star in other areas.”

      “Oh, gross. Shut the fuck up,” Sera said.

      “I’m sorry your baby brother is a sex symbol now. Get over it. I had to get over my sister writing porn.”

      “Seriously, shut the fuck up,” she repeated, taking a swing at my arm.

      I cut her off and pulled her into a hug instead. “What are you doing back here, anyway? Hiding from the paparazzi?”

      Sera was a wildly successful author and had recently dated the mega movie star who headlined the movie adaptations of two of her books. After their breakup, I’d occasionally seen her name and face on tabloid gossip magazines or the Entertainment Weekly Facebook page. It never stopped being weird. I couldn’t imagine how it felt for her. That kind of fame wasn’t supposed to come with her profession, and she wasn’t an attention seeker. I could tell from the blush growing on her cheeks that she didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Kind of,” she said, pulling out of the hug and finally landing that punch.

      I laughed and started walking around the house with her.

      “Who are the dudes with you?” she asked.

      “My bandmates.”

      “Oh, cool,” she said, as we reached the backyard.

      I found the guys pulling the volleyball net from the garage with the help of my best friend Chace, who also lived out here. I stuck a finger up, letting them know I’d help in a minute, and walked over to where my father and stepmother were seated. I saw that my sister’s best friend from high school—Kat—was also seated there. Her lean, pale legs were stretched out on the wicker recliner in front of her. I tried not to stare and pulled my eyes back up to hers and her red hair. That didn’t help either. She was gorgeous. I hadn’t seen her in years, since she and Sera graduated high school.

      I looked away, to everyone else watching our approach. “Hey, everyone.”

      “Finally wake up?” my father said in response, smirking a little.

      I laughed, not wanting to get into it with him in front of our guests. I guessed the honeymoon of peace was over between us. My stepmother rolled her eyes at him and smiled at me, and I returned one.

      “Anyone want to play with the guys over there?” I motioned behind me to where the net was being set up.

      I saw my stepmother nudge my father as he reached for his beer, nearly making him spill it, and I was surprised he let loose enough to have a drink.

      “I’ll play,” I heard Kat say.

      My sister looked at Kat with wide eyes, and her friend pointed to the cocktail she had just set down, blaming it for her decision. I guessed playing sports wasn’t her normal everyday behavior.

      “Okay. I will too,” my dad said, clapping his hands together.

      I tried not to look too shocked and slapped him on the shoulder when he walked past me. I turned to my sister who shook her head adamantly, making me laugh as she took a seat and pulled her own drink to her lips.

      The afternoon flew by, and I had a great time. My father and I were still getting along, my sister was home, and I was ready to get back into the swing of things. Our band needed to get ready for the busy summer season at the lake. We’d have to get a set list together and start booking gigs. Our small town wasn’t very promising, but the touristy nearby Lake of the Ozarks would be pretty profitable if we could make the most of it.

      I made it back to my room at nightfall and found my phone on my bed. I had forgotten it—a bad habit of mine. I grabbed it and saw a few missed calls and texts on my home screen, one text from a number with no name attached to it. It was a local number, so I pulled it up.

      Unknown number: Hey, it’s me.

      My heart sped up at the sight of the first text. It’s me. Me.

      Last year, something crazy happened. I texted a wrong number. Okay, yeah. That isn’t crazy, I know, but there’s more. I had the digits of a possible keyboardist written on a napkin in my pocket. So I texted it, but I got it wrong. I was one digit off.

      And that had led me to her. The anonymous girl on the other end of the phone. We never exchanged names, but we exchanged every secret we kept inside. I wanted to exchange more—to meet her—but it never happened. She was married—very unhappily married, but not free.

      The texts stopped coming New Year’s night. I tried to get a response a few times, then started to feel silly and stopped. What if she started to feel guilt over our connection? What if she decided to focus on her marriage? My incessant texts would only ruin things. So, I stopped, and never heard from her again.

      Until now. Over two months later. And the number was different. She had changed it. Odd.

      I pulled the text up again and began reading the ones under it.

      Unknown number: I know I haven’t texted in a while, and I’m sorry for just dropping off the map like that with no explanation. But a lot happened. A lot. Wow. And I’m tipsy, that’s how I got the nerve to text you again.

      Unknown number: Now I’m rambling. I left my husband. I moved out. It’s over. I needed time to process it all.

      Unknown number: I’m hoping we can start talking again. That we can be friends again. You were the only one I went to about my problems, and I’ve felt very alone without your presence. I hope you’ll reply.

      I exited out of the text message app and fell backward onto my bed, letting my iPhone drop to the floor. Fuck. What could I do? Could I text her? It’s real now. I could meet her. I could meet her, and that scared the fucking shit out of me. It had never been a game to me, but I could let my guard down knowing that nothing would likely come of it. That eventually she’d get bored with me and go back to fully investing in her marriage. Her marriage with a man who obviously did not deserve her.

      She was infatuated with the me I let her see. Reality was much grimmer. I was twenty-two years old, and my shit was all over the place. I did not, in any way, have it together. I didn’t have a job. I needed to find a damn job. I had one the last time I talked to her, at least. I lived with my parents. I was always living with one of my parents. Four years out of high school and I had no clue what it was like to be out on my own.

      I had this silly dream, a dream that was getting me nowhere. I wanted to play music for a living. I wanted to feel the fire that kept me breathing every day I took the stage, for more than the summer.

      I was trying. I was. The thing they don’t tell you is that while following your dreams is the romantic thing to do, it doesn’t always work out. For every ten people who chase down their passion, how many of them actually get to grip it with their own two hands? One? Two? This was real life. This wasn’t a movie with a swelling score and a lovable hero. I was lovable, sure, but I was a fuckup too.

      My mystery woman was thirty years old. She knew what it was like to work hard for her money, to take care of a home, to commit to
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