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TRYING TO ADJUST AFTER losing everything shouldn’t be this complicated. 

No matter what she plans on, Lila can’t figure out how to handle the contradicting balance of what it’s like to be Tommy’s guest. Constant headaches of jealousy from a possessive coworker isn’t helping. More threats from an unknown threat isn’t ideal. And trying to get to the bottom of the fire that nearly ended her life seems more confusing with each passing day. 

It’s only inevitable that she wants to cave and seek the comfort this stubborn firefighter offers her. But what if his assistance is the very thing that’s damning her? 

Hopeful with the hints that Lila might stay in Rockford for good, Tommy gets more ambitious for her to have closure. About her ex, about that fire, and about whoever’s been warning her. Yet, it’s not so easy to address his past and demand closure with the drama and conflicts that have only worsened since his best friend’s death years ago. 

Halfway stuck in the past and halfway desperate to move forward, Tommy learns to accept the help of his friends—whatever it takes to heal and open his heart to Lila. Until they can mutually agree that letting love win is the way to defeat the demons of their pasts, he has to wonder if it really is possible to open his heart once more and not be destroyed once more.  
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TOMMY

Lila curled away from me and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. 

“Tommy?” Remy’s voice sounded far away on my phone. Distant. Not here and standing in my way like a complicated obstacle. Absent and not an issue from me having Lila at last. 

But she was still interfering. 

“Tommy, I’m really scared.” 

She couldn’t have said any other words to screw me up. 

If Remy was scared, Luke expected me to be there for her and help her out of her problems. He wasn’t here anymore, but he’d asked me to handle that responsibility for him. 

Lila yanked out of my reach as I flung my free arm out toward her. A grunt escaped my lips at the clumsy effort and off-balance lean of  half-sitting up and half-lying down. I’d been so tired and sluggish a moment ago, but now I was wide awake. Frantic to chase after her. 

“Tommy?” Remy wasn’t waiting. “Did you hear me?” 

Her words came off as impatient. Expectant. But it wasn’t necessarily her being sassy. I didn’t think. Did she say the emergency room? 

Lila wasn’t waiting. It was like the first sound of Remy’s voice was all the trigger she needed to bolt. 

“Wait,” I told her. I cleared my throat to repeat it if necessary since it came out croaky then. She didn’t. She wasn’t stopping at all, pulling the sheet with her to wrap it around her naked body. That warm and soft body I wanted flush against mine again. 

How is this possible? 

Torn out of sleep and sated satisfaction so quickly and suddenly like that from Remy’s phone call so late at night, I lagged to catch up and react. I’d been so peaceful and content, and now I struggled to understand. Confusion laced with my fatigue—both the physical kind from sleeping so lousily as the days crept closer to the anniversary of Luke’s death and the mental kind from thinking about Lila so much and then arguing with her until we broke and met in the middle mutually. To fall into each other like it just made the most sense in the universe. 

Rolling out of bed without an athletic gracefulness I likely could’ve counted on at any other time, I nearly stumbled. My foot hit the rug too quickly and it skidded over the smooth wood floor. My haste was no match for the lack of rubber grippers on the bottom of the runner. I could relate. The shock of Remy calling me now, after I’d told her she had to back off had me reeling. But the hurry Lila showed in getting the hell away from me shocked me more. 

“Tommy?” Remy again as I raced after Lila. 

Furrowing my brow, I righted myself and ran after Lila. “Lila, wait!” 

She shook her head. All that long, wavy brown hair tumbled over her back and swayed, as if she couldn’t even trust herself to speak right now. 

Dammit! “Lila, just wait—” 

“Did you just say Lila?” Remy asked. 

Fuck. As clingy as Remy had been acting—possessive, even, like Gavin and Dakota claimed—I didn’t need her to know that Lila was with my this late at night. Or with me so close when I’d be in bed. 

It wasn’t her business. It wasn’t any of her damn business. I saw Remy as Luke’s baby sister, and that was what she was. She always had been. I was thinking not long ago how good it would be for her to have someone in her life, for a boyfriend to help her recover from the grief of her brother dying. 

And likewise, in a normal world, she should’ve been happy for me to find someone. 

But I knew she wouldn’t be. Not with Lila. Not when she had been making it her personal mission to harass Lila at their workplace all this time. 

“Lila. Please wait.” I reached out for her again. My fingertips brushed over the sheet draped over her arm from her clumsy use of it as a toga and robe, anything to shield her body from my sight. 

This time, she stopped. Without turning and still giving me her back, she paused in her step. 

“Tommy? Hello?” Remy wasn’t giving up. 

I couldn’t multitask. There wasn’t enough space in my mind to handle her and Lila. I couldn’t wage a battle of this-or-that in priorities. 

“I said I’m going to go to the Emergency Room,” Remy said, as if able to read my mind through the phone call and know that she had to make her case, to make herself more important somehow. “Right now.” 

I cringed, gently urging Lila to turn and face me. The ER? That could be serious. It could be a real, actual worry. For someone like me, an overprotective, over-reactive, and PTSD-triggered worrywart like me, that term should’ve made it so crystal clear. 

A trip to the ER was no laughing matter. 

It wasn’t a joke. 

But, as I stressed about Lila’s reaction to Remy calling me and telling me that she needed me when Lila and I had spent the better part of the night proving to each other how badly we’d needed each other for so long, faint slips of logic teased through my mind. 

If this was an emergency, she’d have the common sense to just go. 

She had a car. She could drive. Unless she was physically unable to operate her car. If that were the case, she’d have the common sense to call for an ambulance, not a ride. 

Besides, I wasn’t even the closest friend to her. If time was of the essence, she could call a couple of friends who lived near her, not on the opposite side of town like I did. Hell, she was very friendly with her newly retired neighbor who used to be a nurse at the ER. 

If this was truly an emergency, she wouldn’t have called me before seeking help. 

Struggling with the what-ifs that could mean something really was wrong and that she needed to be seen in the ER, I sidestepped until I could at least face Lila’s profile. I had to make sure she understood my dilemma here. 

“Tommy, I’m scared,” Remy said. 

As I got close enough to turn Lila toward me, I saw her immediate reaction to Remy’s protest. 

She rolled her eyes. 

Anger kicked in, but before I blurted out that Lila could be more sensitive, Remy spoke again. “Tommy, I need you. Do you hear me? I need you.” 

Emphasizing that she needed me, not anyone else, irked me. It played right into my assessment that if she was seriously facing an issue, she’d call 911 or ask someone closer for help. Yet, hearing her say that added to the sense of obligation and guilt that I’d been trying my hardest to dispel. 

That Luke’s last words had touched on this very situation. 

That I’d always be there to help her when she needed me—in his place since I couldn’t save him. 

“Go on,” Lila said, her face stony and not sympathetic. 

I ground my teeth, hating how she dismissed me. After the war I’d fought to cave to desiring her, to finally let myself go for her, she was dismissing me like this? 

With one tap of my thumb, I hung up. Disconnecting the call, I chose Lila. Not Remy. Her tone, her emphasis, and her insistence all rubbed me the wrong way. 

I tossed my phone to the bed and gave Lila all my attention. 

“Just—” 

“No, Tommy.” She shook her head. “Just go. I know you want to. I bet you even feel like you have to.” 

“She did say she’s going to the emergency room,” I argued. 

She wrenched her arm out of my reach, backing up and heading for the door. Tripping over the sheet she’d gathered around herself, she stared at me with loathing. “Right. Of course. Of course, she did. Anything she needs to say to get you to come running.” 

“This could be an emergency.” 

“And you’re the only person she knows?” she shot back as she got to the door. 

“No, but—” 

“And you’re the only person who can ever help her?” 

I ground my teeth together harder, hating how right she was. 

“I doubt she’s even facing an emergency.” She huffed, yanking on the doorknob until it spun. 

“So, she’s just a liar?” 

Fuck. I couldn’t keep doing this. Remy very well could be fucking with me—again. I hadn’t believed Remy would stoop to lying and manipulating me, but after I saw that video, I realized how blind I was. How naïve and stupid I could be. 

From the narrowed-eyed stare Lila gave me, that wasn’t the right thing to say. “Do not even get me started about her lying.” She yanked the door open and hurried out of my room. “Go. Go on and ‘help’ her. I’m not stopping you.” 

She shouldn’t have to. I followed her out of the room. “Sorry. I’m not— Fuck. Maybe she is lying, okay. I’ll give you that. That’s why I hung up.” 

“Only to call her back as soon as you can, right?” 

I growled, chasing her toward the guestroom. “No. But there is still the possibility she’s not lying.” 

She stopped short and whirled around. “There is no way in hell she’s not crying wolf.” Her skepticism wasn’t a silly little thing. She glowered at me, announcing it as a fact. 

I hated how Remy very well could be doing just that. 

“You will always go to her. Always.” 

“What the hell, Lila?” I had been too slow to realize how Remy was clingy toward me, but I was also slow to accept that I could want Lila and go for her. That I could be alive and myself, the old me, despite Luke not being here anymore. The guilt was a filter for too long. “I just showed you how much you mean to me. How badly I’ve been wanting to go to you.”

We’d just had sex. Hours ago, we’d finally come together and mutually surrendered. Me and her. Not Remy. “I’m here with you, Lila. And still, despite that, you’re threatened by Remy being in my life.” 

My words delivered a blow between us. Saying that was the same as proverbially striking a line in the sand. She stood on the opposite side, fuming. 

“I’m not threatened,” she snapped. “I’m not threatened by an insecure woman who is going to lie and manipulate whoever she wants to get her way.” Tightening the sheet around her, she lifted her chin higher. “I merely refuse to fight for someone who’s already taken.” 

“I’m not—” 

Closing her eyes and pressing her lips together firmly, she shook her head. “No,” she said when she opened them, letting her light-blue gaze pierce me with the honesty in it. “I didn’t come here to be a homewrecker or cause trouble. I’m not even sure I’m staying here. This sub job is supposed to be nothing more than a temporary step to somewhere else, remember?” 

I didn’t want to remember that she’d only shown up for a short-term goal. I didn’t want to speculate that her feelings for me couldn’t have the same lasting power that mine did for her. 

“I don’t want to regret caring about you, Tommy.” She furrowed her brow, as if it pained her to say it. “I don’t want to regret leaning on you and taking a chance on you.”

“Then don’t. This isn’t a mistake we should regret.” 

Tears glossed in her eyes as she shook her head again, slower as if she was only sad, not defiant. 

“I refuse to fight her for you,” she repeated. 

With one last sober and sorrowful glance, she turned and escaped into the guestroom. 

Leaving me standing there alone. Raw and aching at the loss of Lila already. 

The image of her so near tears punched me in the gut, and I hated, once more, the hold Remy had on me at all. 

This is it. 

This has to stop. 

I turned and lifted my phone up to make a call. 
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LILA

How could I be so stupid? 

I closed the guestroom door behind me and leaned against it. 

How could he be so stupid? 

Closing my eyes didn’t give me the escape I wanted. And experiencing that was something worthy of running from.

There was just something about Tommy hearing Remy’s voice that changed him. Like he had an autopilot to obey her as soon as she spoke. Anytime she contacted him, he would snap into that obedient mentality. He’d be deluded to believe that anything she said had to be a real and valid concern to address. 

We had never talked about her at length. I knew from Maureen that Gavin had shown him the video Babs had taken, depicting how Remy was lying and conning him that day Tommy was supposed to pick me up from school. Tommy knew she had been messing with him. 

Yet, he hadn’t apologized to me for believing her and not me. He never explained why he was so quick to believe her instead of me in the end. 

And yeah, it probably would’ve been smarter to have a conversation about her before we fell into bed together earlier. That had just happened. 

Sure, he acted like he wanted me. I felt how much he’d wanted me. But his actions spoke just as loudly with her, because as soon as she called and said she needed him, playing on his feelings to say she was scared, he got tense and braced for the rush to save her and help her. 

This is so messed up. 

I walked over to the bed and slumped down, smashing my face into the pillow. I owed it to my sanity to get over the heartache that blossomed in my heart. To stop the tide of hurt that had my eyes tearing up and my mind so exhausted from drama. 

I told him. I told him that I didn’t want drama or trouble while I was here. By caving to my desire for him, though, I had stepped right into a big pile of it. 

How can he not hear how manipulative she is? 

How can he not realize that she’s probably faking in and crying wolf?

I wasn’t heartless. If she really needed help, then I wished she could get it as soon as possible. But if she was really in need of medical assistance, she could’ve called 911. Could’ve called someone else who was closer. She wasn’t helpless. She was an adult, not a minor, and she hadn’t sounded intoxicated. The lack of any actual distress in her tone should’ve been the simplest clue for Tommy to pick up on. 

But he didn’t. 

I rolled over and stared at the ceiling, knowing I wouldn’t be getting any decent sleep tonight. I’d get up exhausted in the morning, which was only a few hours away now, but there was nothing to do for it. As I lay back, zoning out, everything replayed in my mind. 

Our argument at the bar. Then how bravely he vented at home. The desperation of him admitting how much he wanted me, and then the intimacy we’d shared on the couch. It was a whirlwind of emotions and ups and downs, but what clung to me the most was the most recent part of it. Of him suggesting that I was threatened by Remy, like I was the “other woman.” That implication that I was destroying something already established. Like I was a homewrecker. 

A new wave of tears threatened. This stung so much because this wasn’t the first time I’d been called that. A homewrecker. Accused of interfering. 

When I met Zeke all those years ago, he’d been in the middle of getting out of his divorce. His first marriage hadn’t lasted long, and he’d crossed paths with me when I was in college. When he was lonely and looking for someone new and different. We waited until his divorce was finalized before we had sex. That had been important to me. And we didn’t start actually talking talking until he was legally separated from his ex. They hadn’t been living together for a while, not consistently, and our first date was on the night he bought his house, a clean cut from her. 

It hadn’t made it any easier though. His parents and friends judged me and held a prejudice that I was nothing other than the homewrecker. That I’d butted in and ruined their happiness, that if not for me, they’d still be together and his ex-wife wouldn’t have been alone. I knew it wasn’t true. Regardless of Zeke meeting me, their marriage was down the drain. From all I saw and heard, they simply weren’t compatible. They hadn’t been in love for months and a general loathing had been building for quite some time. 

Their breakup and divorce had nothing to do with me.

However, since that was when I’d entered the scene, I’d taken the insults and accusations. That I was a homewrecker. That I was the “other woman.” Some of his acquaintances said it to my face, others were dirtiest on social media. After the first couple of years that Zeke and I were together, it all died down. Zeke and I ended up being a couple for many years longer than he’d been with his first wife. 

Still, that sting persisted. It hurt to know that anyone saw me as a villain. And I’d be damned if this was going to be a case of déjà vu. If Tommy wanted to rush to be with Remy, fine. I wasn’t going to stand in his way. I’d rather know for sure that he saw me as second best. It’d clear up that confusion and I wouldn’t try to fight for him. 

Case closed. 

I furrowed my brow as I checked the time, realizing that an hour had passed and I still hadn’t heard him leaving. The front door hadn’t opened and closed. His SUV wasn’t turned on and backed out. 

He’s still here. 

I didn’t have the energy to analyze why he wouldn’t have rushed away to help Remy. Instead, I got my laptop and tried to distract myself with being productive.

I had been daydreaming of staying here. With Carly’s hints that I should apply for Sarah’s job, if it officially became an option, I’d been tentatively looking into staying here long-term. Even to coach. Where I could live. 

When I reminded Tommy that I was supposed to only be here for a short while, it had been a way to attack. To fight back and show him that I wouldn’t stand in his way of being with Remy if that was what he really wanted. 

But maybe I was being silly not to have another plan in place. My savings could tide me over for a while but not indefinitely. Another job would be the next step—if not one here at Rockford High then somewhere else. 

I searched for teaching jobs for a bit. It tired my eyes out enough that I dozed for a while. All too soon, I woke up and checked the time.

Ugh. 

It was still too early to get up. I intended to hide in here until I had to go to work, avoiding Tommy at the house. 

With the screen on my laptop awake on the job search, I yawned and sat up some more, knowing this would be only the first step. Another big factor of yet another stepping stone from Zeke and my past in Portland. 

Moving onto searching for rentals in a couple of prospective cities and locations was daunting though. It reminded me too much of how I’d hurried to find a place here. 

Maybe if I hadn’t hurried quite as much, I could’ve spared myself meeting Brandt and taking that stupid rental house that I almost died in. 

Narrowing my eyes, I smirked as I grabbed my phone again. Reminded of that jerk, I scrolled back to see when the last time was that he’d actually contacted me or spoke to me. As the landlord of that property, he should’ve been upfront and on top of the process of getting my insurance payout back. I’d paid for rental insurance, and it was up to him as the owner to facilitate me being comped for all I’d lost. 

Nothing. 

It’d been weeks since I spoke with him. 

The absence of texts, calls, and emails was the same treatment he’d given me before the fire too. 

I sighed, hating how difficult he was. 

Another new start just might be in my future, but it seemed like I wouldn’t be able to restart somewhere else if I couldn’t wrap up things here first. 

Before I slid my laptop aside and began to get ready for my day, I saw an email show up from Paul. I quickly did the math and realized he’d be getting ready to call it a day where he was. So I called. 

“How’s it going?” he asked after we greeted each other. Then he laughed. “And why are you up this early?” 

I sighed. “Eh. Couldn’t sleep.” 

“Uh-oh.” 

I smiled, amused how he could still read me so well without ever being present for long to read me at all. 

“What’s going on? Is that investigation still going on for the fire?” 

I filled him in on how it was ongoing and also seeming to go nowhere.

“I’m confident between the cops and the fire marshal that someone should have some power over this landlord and get him to heel. How hard is it to produce documentation?” 

“What sounds fishy too is that the company he uses for inspections might not be as legit as he seems to think they are.” I yawned, already tired again from so little sleep. Today would feel endless. “They’re still looking into it though.”

“So what else is giving you insomnia?” he asked. 

I hummed, debating what to tell him. I’d mentioned Tommy before, obviously, but as a friend. Nothing more. The developments between us were
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