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      “Tell me you won’t miss this.”

      Bella and Logan stood side by side at the edge of the waterfall, the sun glistening off the endless cascades of water, the pool beneath them inky blue in the early evening light.

      “I won’t miss it,” Bella replied.

      Logan rolled his eyes. He knew her well enough to know when she was lying. “Yes, you will.”

      She took a step closer to the edge, thought back to the first time she’d stood there, toes curled over the rock, Logan beckoning from the crystal-clear pool below. It had taken all her courage to dive, the sound of the waterfall rushing in her ears, but it had felt as close to flying as she ever could have imagined before she’d plunged into the icy mountain water. When she came up laughing, Logan’s eyes glinted like he’d shown her treasure.

      “Okay, I admit, I’ll miss it.”

      She watched his mouth tilt up in victory before adding, “Not as much as you’re going to miss me, though.”

      “I’m not going to miss you!” He made a face like the idea was ridiculous, his dark brows drawn together in a frown.

      “Yes, you are!” She laughed and went to bash him on the chest for trying to deny it, but on reflex he caught her hand with his—too much time spent sparring with his brothers.

      The touch was so unexpected that it seemed to catch them both off-guard. She looked up and saw Logan’s laughing blue gaze become suddenly serious. Felt her heart tighten in her chest as something passed between them that had always been otherwise ignored, contained, unspoken. She watched his throat as he swallowed, as his hand held hers a fraction too long and a look came over his face that she’d never seen before. Don’t do it, Bella, a voice said in her head. You’re going. You’re out of here. Look away.

      So, she forced herself to look away, anywhere. And her eye caught on the signet ring glinting in the sunlight on his finger.

      “What is that?” she asked, incredulous.

      Logan winced and immediately dropped her hand. The moment thankfully diverted, back to friends, her thrumming heart the only giveaway the look had ever happened.

      “My dad gave it to me,” he said, slipping the ring off and passing it to her. “It’s been in the family for years. Handed down from father to eldest son for generations. You know, ‘Here, the ranch is yours now.’ Or will be.”

      “But you don’t want it, do you?” She frowned, studying the insignia of the Silver Sky ranch engraved on the surface before passing it back.

      “Yes.” He put the ring back on, looked at it. “No.” He paused. “I don’t know.” He tipped his head up toward trees above them. She knew his expressions so well, the sharpness of his jaw, the depth of his sigh.

      The waterfall roared behind them, the sun flickering through the pine trees danced on their skin.

      She could say, “It’s not too late to come to New York with me,” but she knew that he never would.

      The wind rustled the trees above them scattering pine needles. One must have landed in her hair because he reached forward and untangled it gently, chucking it absently to the ground as he kept his eyes on hers. “I will really miss you.”

      When he said it, she felt the aching pull to do what she would never do and reach up and trace the side of his face with her hand. And maybe he would wrap his arms around her and she could stay there forever.

      But she could never stay. Just as much as he could never leave.

      Their paths led in different directions.

      Fearing he might step closer, that his hand might reach over to touch her and then she’d never leave, with all her willpower she backed away, one step, then two. Then when she knew her feet were close enough to the edge, she turned and she dived, flying down, down into the deep, dark pool of the waterfall. Slicing through the glassy surface, the shock of the cold leaving her breathless.

      When she came up for air, she looked to see Logan standing at the lip of the rock, watching, the sun behind him so she couldn’t see the expression on his face, her heart thumping with a mixture of relief and something dangerously close to regret.
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      Logan reclined back in his chair and checked his watch.

      The interviewer could sense he was losing him. “Last question.” He glanced down at his notes and back up with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Carter Media’s one of the major independent contenders in the global music industry, there are always rumors of offers on the table. What are the chances of you selling up?”

      Logan raised a brow at the stupidity of the question. “Zero.”

      “Haha. Seriously. You’re one of six siblings. You’ve been incredibly successful first in the boy band, Silver Sky, now as head of Carter Media. Do you ever think about slowing down? Starting your own family? For the listeners, Logan has just shaken his head.”

      “I’m pretty happy as I am, thanks.” Logan remained impassive while internally rolling his eyes.

      “So, life’s good?”

      He angled his head, wry smile on his lips. “Life’s great.”

      The interviewer knew that was the best he was going to get. “Good to hear it,” he said. “Any final words of advice for fellow entrepreneurs?”

      Logan didn’t need to think about it. “Work harder and smarter than everyone else…”

      Before he could add any more final words of wisdom, there was a quick rap on the door and Marianne, Logan’s PA, said, “Sorry to interrupt. Logan—it’s urgent.”

      Logan frowned.

      Sensing something was seriously amiss from the look on Marianne’s face, the interviewer gathered up his papers and said, “Thanks for talking to me, Logan.” They had a quick distracted handshake. “Always a pleasure.”

      Marianne stood restlessly in the doorway, ushering him out.

      When the door closed and she started walking toward him, Logan said, “What’s going on?”

      “It’s your brother,” she said.

      “Which one?” Logan asked, immediately alert. What had happened now? What disaster needed clearing up?

      “It’s Jack, Logan. He was in an accident—car crash. He’s dead.”

      Jack, Logan, he’s dead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack, Logan…

      He kept replaying it as he sat on the plane to Autumn Falls. The way Marianne’s lip had pulled in a subtle gesture of sympathy, the buzzing silence in his head.

      It was hard to comprehend that he was flying home for his brother’s funeral. It still felt so unreal.

      He glanced back to the newspaper in his hand, the aircraft bouncing through turbulence, his heart tightening at the sight of Jack’s face lighting up the front cover, the infamous dimple in his cheek, the lazily laughing eyes. Everyone knew, if you wanted a good time, you went to Jack.

      Logan steeled himself to turn the page to where the pictures continued, the most recent showed Jack on the red carpet at an awards ceremony, taken just weeks ago. He was the big Hollywood star, now. Or had been.

      Logan had to squeeze his eyes shut for a moment at the idea that he’d never see Jack again. It was like every few minutes his brain still had to catch up with the reality. He felt the sudden claustrophobic tightness of the plane, the lack of escape, the sound of his heart in his ears. But he pushed it down, unscrewed the cap of his water and took a cooling sip.

      On the opposite page were photos of Logan and his brothers. All of them young, on stage in Silver Sky, Jack with his arm punching the air, grinning wide. Images that Logan had barely glanced at in years. Toothy, youthful faces full of hope and promise and excitement, guitars around their necks, sweat on their brows, eyes shining bright, it was like looking at wax figures, paused in time, wondering who they all could have been had they taken a different path.

      Of course, the article had matched the pictures of them as boys with who they were now. There was Noah getting into his SUV in Autumn Falls looking furious at the camera intrusion; Brodie at the airport, hand raised in open greeting—relaxed and confident when it came to the press.

      Logan’s jaw clenched to see shots of his baby sister, Willow, coming out of the Cornelia Street Ballet studios, head cocked defensively, he imagined her confronting the faceless lenses with a, “Really? You think this is helping? My brother’s just died!”

      There were no recent pictures of Ethan, of course—it seemed even the press couldn’t find him—just an old shot of him out on maneuvers in desert camo gear, looking blank-eyed and ruthless.

      And then there was Logan himself, striding stony-faced past reporters outside his New York office. Memories of having the camera shoved in his face had made him surge with an anger, he was surprised to discover, he could barely suppress. Transporting him instantly back to his time in the band and the suffocating relentlessness of the paparazzi—camped outside every hotel they stayed at, confining them to their rooms, the grasping hands snatching at their clothes, running after them in the street, nails scratching their skin. The tapped phones. The undercover journalists masquerading as room-service waiters. The honeytrap kiss-and-tell stories. The lies conjured up by their manager on slow news days, stories that sowed the first seeds of mistrust between them and had his mom crying on the phone and his dad retreating further into resentment.

      Then at the bottom of the page was the photo Logan had been avoiding. There was Bella outside the front door of her apartment, cap pulled low, face hidden. The lights of the hounding camera flashes reflected in her sunglasses. He’d be lying if the photos of her didn’t make him uneasy. She looked terrified. She may not be his favorite person in the world, but seeing her there in black and white he felt some, perhaps misplaced, duty to protect her through this mess. At the same time, he remembered Jack sobbing on the phone, “She’s left me, Logan. She’s gone!” and reminded himself that Bella was more than capable of looking after herself.
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      Logan pushed the newspaper away and stared out the window as the pilot announced ten minutes to landing. It was going to be tough, seeing his family—seeing his mother, especially—so upset. He didn’t know if Bella was coming to the funeral, she hadn’t returned Marianne’s messages. He still hadn’t been able to track down Ethan. He could feel his control on things slipping. Just being back in Autumn Falls was going to be uncomfortable enough.

      It was a welcome surprise when he landed, therefore, to see not the Mercedes he’d ordered waiting, but his brother, Brodie, arms crossed, red Wayfarer sunglasses on, leaning against his little silver Aston Martin.

      “What are you doing here?” Logan asked with a bemused smile as Brodie stepped forward and clapped him into a hug. It never mattered with Brodie whether you’d seen him yesterday or two years ago, he was exactly the same.

      “Because I thought you might want to see a friendly face,” Brodie replied, and Logan found himself momentarily choked.

      Never had he been more relieved to see a friendly face. Especially Brodie’s, who was born smiling, his mouth always turned up at the corners, his eyes crinkling like he was forever waiting for the joke. He was just one of those people that made you feel better just being with him.

      “Thanks,” Logan managed and Brodie tightened the hug, “It’ll be okay.”

      Logan stepped back. He nodded. “I know.” He glanced away for a second to tamp down the feelings, took in the surroundings. The pine-covered hills behind the concrete runways, the scrubby grass around them, the familiar, green-roofed terminal buildings. He felt momentarily like an animal sensing a trap.

      Brodie narrowed his eyes as he assessed Logan and said, “You look…” He searched for the politest word.

      “I don’t need to hear it.” Logan went around to sling his bag in the trunk. He felt completely out of place in his shirt and suit pants, fresh from the office, especially compared to Brodie who was forever coolly casual, like life was one long vacation.

      “I was gonna say you look stressed.” Brodie smirked, yanking open the car door.

      “Yeah well, you try organizing this circus.” Logan got his sunglasses out of his top pocket, slipped them on. Even they felt plain and businesslike compared to Brodie’s bright red ones.

      Brodie blew out a breath as if to say, no thank you. “Dad’s already threatened a couple of reporters with his shotgun,” he said over the top of the car.

      “He hasn’t?” Logan groaned, tipping his head up to the sky as he opened the passenger door and folded himself into the tiny sports car.

      “Oh, he has.” Brodie nodded, starting the engine. “Just like old times.”

      Closing his eyes for a second, Logan shook his head. “This is actually a nightmare.”

      Brodie threw back a half-smile. “People Jack knew have been arriving all day. The press are having a field day. Just to warn you, they’re everywhere.”

      Logan thought of Bella again.

      “Ready?” Brodie asked.

      Logan nodded. “You know me, I’m always ready.”

      Brodie laughed.

      They drove out onto the main airport road, passed camped-out photographers. Cameras flashed. Names called. Logan’s body went rigid, his heart pounded. He thought he was done with all this.

      It was only when they hit the highway that he could relax. Or as much as he could relax with Brodie driving, at one point having to steady himself with a hand on the dash, earning him a white-toothed grin from his younger brother.

      The concrete airport scenery gave way to the wide-open country, the waft of pine through the window, the sun hitting the acres of pasture, the mountains majestic in the distance, the Redemption River winding casually alongside. Logan stared out at the long, straight road ahead. There was no bumper-to-bumper traffic, no horns, no shouts or bustling sidewalks, just space and sky, and in his head he started counting the days till he could get back to New York.

      He undid his cuffs and rolled his sleeves up past his elbow, raked a hand through his hair.

      Beside him, Brodie hummed along to the radio, nodding his head, tapping the beat on the steering wheel. He was like their mom, always singing.

      The reminder of her led Logan to ask, “How’s Mom?”

      Brodie glanced over, “Devastated. Putting on a brave face.”

      Logan’s chest tightened at the idea. “And Dad?”

      “Who knows!” Brodie took his hands off the wheel to shrug.

      Logan gestured for him to put them back. Then thought about his dad, wondered what he was feeling. Emmett Carter was not one to show emotion.

      “How are you?” Brodie asked.

      The emphasis on him Logan read to mean because he was closest to Jack. The eldest two brothers, they were, as their mom always said, thick as thieves. “I’m okay,” he said, because he’d never say anything different. “I think it’ll make more sense when this is over. When the public side of things has died down.”

      Brodie nodded but didn’t look convinced.

      Logan stared blankly back out at the view, at the lush grass and the wildflowers tipping into the kaleidoscope of summer. He thought how the person he would most likely message about how surreal it all felt was Jack. Just a couple of quick, snatched messages that would be enough to make him smirk and then get on with his day. All the shorthand and inside jokes that came from knowing someone a lifetime gone in an instant. “Did you talk to Jack much recently?” he asked.

      “No. Not for a while. I should have done but—” Brodie glanced across, guiltily “—there just wasn’t time.”

      “I know.” Logan sighed. “Sounds stupid now, doesn’t it? Not enough time.”

      Brodie shrugged sadly. “Everyone’s busy.”

      “Yeah.” The road stretched out endlessly ahead of them. Busy was a terrible excuse. Since he’d learned about Jack’s death, he’d been regretting all those missed opportunities to see each other. Neither of them had made it back for Christmas—Logan because of work, Jack because he was filming somewhere abroad. He thought how often they canceled their plans last minute because something more urgent came up. And because Jack posted constantly on Instagram, Logan felt like he knew what he was doing, most of the time anyway, and there was always a running thread of casual messages between them.

      Why hadn’t they tried harder? Why hadn’t he insisted they meet?

      The photo of Bella in the newspaper flashed into his mind, he immediately closed his eyes to get rid of it. When he opened them again, the horizon miraged and he saw up ahead the first sign for Autumn Falls.

      Brodie glanced his way, said wryly, “Home, sweet home.”
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      Bella stood in the hallway of the little cabin on the Starlight Apple Orchard that had been her family home since she was sixteen. Her mom, her stepdad and her friend, Claudette, hovered around her. It was the morning of Jack Carter’s funeral.

      “You don’t have to go you know?” said her stepdad, John-Luke, who was as dressed up as he could manage in navy pants and a black sweater.

      “I do,” Bella replied, steadfast. She felt stiff and uncomfortable in the kind of sharply tailored clothes that she used to wear when she’d worked at Vogue, but she’d bought the outfit because it felt like armor and she needed that kind of protection today. She nodded toward the closed curtains of the front window that hid the waiting paparazzi. “They’ll be worse if I don’t.” She’d already had to deal with them waiting outside her apartment in New York, being jostled and pushed she tried her best to brace for each knock as she walked out of her front door. Then at the airport, blinding camera flashes, endless, goading comments to get her riled up, hands banging on the car roof.

      Claudette went to peek out at the waiting photographers. “I could say you’re ill.”

      Bella gave her a look like that might possibly make things worse and Claudette winced in agreement.

      Her mom leaned over and enveloped her in a hug that smelled comfortingly of almond moisturizer and soap. Bella would have stayed there all day, but she made herself pull away. “It’ll be okay. I think it might even help to go.”

      No one looked convinced.

      But then John-Luke said matter-of-factly, “Right, then. As we planned, your mom and I will drive out from the garage. You and Claudette go out the back and leave in Claudette’s car through the delivery gates. We’ll send you a text when we’re ready.”

      Claudette nodded. “Got it.”

      Bella hated that her family all had to be involved in dodging the press intrusion, but was eternally grateful all the same. She slipped on her sunglasses and walked with Claudette through the house.

      Her heart pounded with every step she took, her eyes barely registering the beautiful rows of blossom-laden trees, her palms sweating as she got in the car and Claudette drove them out the back gates where, of course, more press were waiting, not fooled for a minute by the decoy of her parents leaving out the front and pushing their cameras against the car window, shutters firing a million frames per second.

      Bella covered her face with her hands until they were clear.

      While she hated it, she could deal with the press intrusion again for this short time—during her short marriage to the infamous Jack Carter, she’d dealt with it daily, and since the divorce had been forced to get used to being vilified and blamed for ending the nation’s fairy-tale romance. It was seeing the Carter family again that put her most on edge. Made her have to deep-breathe, suddenly queasy. It had been so long since she’d seen them. What would they think about her, how would they act when they saw her?

      The road leading to the churchyard was packed with reporters, security guards keeping them all in check. Bella kept her eyes fixed ahead as they drove past, didn’t want to look at the cameras, focused instead on the line of limos inside the gates and a veritable soup of celebrities making their way up to the church. Then, once they were safely through the gates themselves and parked, she had to steel herself for a moment before opening the door. Her body was working against her—fighting to stay in the car. Sweat bristled on her skin. Her fingers shook.

      Claudette looked a little worried when she said, “Are you going to get out the car?”

      Bella nodded. “Of course. Sorry.” She forced herself to open the door. It would be okay.

      The barrage of photographers audibly increased the moment she appeared on the path up to the red brick church with its white tower. Her mom and John-Luke tried their best to shield her. Bella kept her head down, sunglasses fixed in place, she certainly wasn’t going to give the cameras her eyes. She tried for cool, calm strides but her heart raced and her legs started to shake, making her realize she wasn’t used to walking in high heels any longer. The noise of the cameras was overwhelming, rapid firing, like gunshots. She didn’t look up until she’d reached the church.

      And there they were. The Carters.

      She had been dreading this moment. So much slander and speculation had been written about her over the years, everyone had an opinion about her and Jack’s marriage, but the overriding public opinion was always that it was her fault. She ruined it, then she went after the money. The papers, she had come to understand, could write what they liked. A good story was always preferable to the truth. There were only a few people’s opinions she really cared about and most of them were standing in front of her now.

      Jack’s parents, Martha and Emmett Carter, and beside them, Noah, Brodie and Willow. She could barely look at them.

      When Emmett saw her, he immediately looked away and Bella felt the disapproval curl inside her. She didn’t know whether to carry on, to say hello to Martha or whether to do so would be seen as an intrusion. She wanted to shrink back but felt John-Luke put his hand gently on her arm and it gave her the courage to take the step forward. At the same time Martha did the same, stepping to greet her with a polite upward tilt of her mouth, not quite a smile but not a frown. A detached acknowledgment that allowed Bella to say, “I’m so sorry.”

      And for Martha to nod and say, “Thank you,” before turning away.

      Noah came forward then, gentle eyes lit with good nature, and said, “Good to see you, Bella.”

      “You, too, Noah.” He was so comfortingly familiar that she wanted to clutch him to her like an old, dear friend.

      It was only Brodie who hugged her, as handsome as ever and smelling of expensive cologne, but his movements felt as similarly detached as Martha’s had, the only difference being that his actions and expressions denoted years of media training.

      Poor Willow, ashen-faced and clearly devastated, just shook her head, unable to say anything before she crumpled against Noah.

      Bella stepped back feeling suddenly like a fraud, like she shouldn’t have come, because when she thought about Jack’s death, she just felt blank.

      The church door opened. “Okay, we can⁠—”

      Logan.

      Dark hair, sharp blue eyes, broad, solid shoulders. He struck an immediately formidable presence in his tailored black suit and crisp white shirt. It was the moment she’d feared the most. Her pulse pounded in her ears. She tried to keep her chin high. There was a pause as he saw her, a fleeting glance of surprise replaced quickly with what she could only describe as disgust. But he covered it like a professional, one blink and any trace of feeling was gone.

      He gave her the briefest of nods, then turned to his family, “We can go in.”

      It was the first time she’d wanted to cry.
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      The funeral service went on around Bella. Like she was underwater, there but not there. It was a sea of unfamiliar faces. People she’d never met before in her life, and half of them Jack probably hadn’t met, either. If they’d really known him, they would never have come, she thought bleakly. A couple of well-known actors spoke, entertained with tales of Jack’s antics on film sets. Willow read a poem, her voice quietly composed until suddenly it wasn’t and the words cracked as she spoke them. It was awful, her heartbreaking sorrow laid out bare in front of them all. Brodie jumped up to stand next to her in support, holding her to him while she finished the reading.

      Logan was the last to speak. He stood at the lectern, back straight, jaw sharp, no need for the cue cards he’d started out with.

      “Jack Carter wasn’t just my brother, he was my best friend.” His words were eloquent, his expression calm and professional, but she was surprised to still be able to sense the struggle in his eyes, knew that he would see it as a crippling failure, Jack dying on his watch.

      His words however were too much for Bella, the immortalizing of a great man who she knew wasn’t great at all. So, she tried to close her ears, change her focus onto something else. And her gaze rested on the siblings in the front row, the backs of their heads only vaguely changed since she’d known them. Noah’s hair was longer, but Brodie’s was still the messy blond mop it had always been—if more artfully disheveled now—and Willow’s remained a wild tangle of curls.

      She thought about the first time she saw them in New York, after they’d won the talent show and got the record deal.

      It still all seemed like a surreal dream, felt like only the day before that Logan had called her to say, “Ethan sent off an audition tape, we only did it to try and give Mom something to smile about while she was in the hospital. We didn’t for a second think we’d get an audition, and then, well—” he’d laughed, bewildered “—it’s kind of gone insane!”

      Overnight stars, the brothers had been whisked away on press junkets and tie-in tours. It was months before they could find a window to see Bella, and by that time, she’d started doing work experience at Vogue as well as studying fashion. She’d sauntered into the record company thinking she was it in the pencil skirt and sky-high stilettos she’d borrowed from the Vogue fashion cupboard and been ushered up to the fourth-floor recording studio after saying demurely, “Logan Carter’s expecting me.”

      As soon as the elevator doors opened and she saw Logan strolling down the hallway toward her, faded jeans and white T-shirt, a crooked grin on his lips, all pretense of maturity was gone and she was tottering to meet him, shaking her fists with excitement, unable to wipe the smile of disbelief from her face at how plush and expensive it all was. “This is so incredible!”

      Logan, equally bemused and amazed by it all was about to hug her, then paused, and taking in her outfit said, “You look too fancy to hug.”

      She waved it away. “Don’t be silly.” Then taking in his newly cut, styled hair said, “You look too famous to hug.” But it wasn’t just the looks, it was the confidence that radiated from him. She felt suddenly like he was a famous person and she was just another of his adoring fans.

      He laughed the comment away and wrapping his arm around her waist, almost lifted her off the ground. When she smelled the washing powder his mom used, her apprehension vanished as he went from famous stranger to exactly the same Logan.

      “The others are all in there,” he said, pointing to a studio full of equipment. The next half an hour went by in a blur. All the brothers bantering and as boisterous as puppies. At one point, almost bowled over by an exuberant Ethan wanting to show her something, Bella felt Logan’s steadying hand on the base of her spine. It was always there, the memory of that protective touch flittering comfortingly—reassuringly—over her skin.

      It was Jack who dragged Ethan away in a brotherly stronghold. “Get over here, we’ve got work to do!” Laughing as he wrestled him down onto the stool in front of the keyboard, he then looked up at Logan and said in a faux-official voice, “Time is money, dude,” as if it was a phrase that they’d been told a million times by a manager.

      Logan turned to Bella and said, “Yeah, we’d better get back to work, sorry.”

      “That’s fine!” she said, hiding her sudden disappointment. Realizing then how much she had missed them—Logan especially—friendly faces in a city of anonymous ones. “I’ve got to get back, too.”

      But then Logan walked her back to the elevator, and when he hugged her, tighter and more genuine, she couldn’t help herself from admitting, “I’ve really missed you all.”

      And he had said against her neck, “Me too.” Almost breathing her in with a sigh. “I’m exhausted. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed normality until just now!”

      In the look they shared it was like they both suddenly saw languid days lying in the summer sun, hikes through the mountains, fishing, running, messing about. The freedom of youth, friendship and anonymity.

      Then suddenly, smiling quietly to himself, he’d taken her by the hand and marched her back to the studio where all his brothers waited, looking suddenly as tired and deflated as Logan. “Do you think we should just take the afternoon off?”

      Over an intercom, she heard someone, a record exec, shout, “Do you know how much this place costs!”

      Bella saw Jack shrug his shoulders with a glint in his eye in response, his eyes goading Logan to go ahead. The others watched wide-eyed. The air buzzed with hope. Bella knew full well that Logan was the only one of them with the authority to shut the afternoon down, to cancel the schedule and throw the whole machine into disarray. She squeezed his hand mischievously.

      He looked at her, boyishly handsome suddenly as his face split in a grin. Then he turned back to Jack and said, “I think we should have the afternoon off.”

      Ethan whooped. The boys couldn’t get out of there fast enough, the record exec hollering at them down the corridor as they all ran like schoolkids.

      They headed down to the basement garage, calling dibs on who was going where with who. Ethan wanted to see the Statue of Liberty, Jack wanted to go to a bar. Brodie pulled open the door of a tinted window SUV and said, “I’m going to the beach.”

      Noah made a face like the idea was crazy. “Which one?”

      Brodie shrugged, slipped on his sunglasses and said, “The closest. I don’t care.”

      Logan, however, led Bella around to where a huge black motorcycle sat gleaming under the garage lights.

      “What is that?” she laughed, her hand running along the leather seat.

      “It’s my new toy,” he grinned, hair disheveled where he’d raked a hand through it.

      “You coming to the beach, Logan?” Ethan called.

      Logan shook his head and said to Bella, “Want to see New York?”

      Brodie shouted, “Bella, beach with us or bike with Logan?”

      “I’m meant to go back to work,” Bella said looking guiltily out toward the exit.

      Jack shouted, “Come with us, Bella!”

      But Logan ignored them all, straddling the bike, he revved the engine, thrust a helmet at her and, eyes sparkling as if there was no choice at all, said, “Just get on the back, Bella.”

      Unable ever to resist him when he looked at her like that, she hitched up her skirt to the most dignified length she could and jumped on the back while all the boys in the SUV booed. She could just hear Logan’s deep rumbling laugh as he kicked the bike into life.

      It was easy to forget the fun and naivety of those early days, before the band stopped taking breaks, before half an hour wasn’t enough for their guards to drop, before they started to believe their own hype. Before the cracks appeared and the money grew and grew while the dream turned sour. Before the five of them were chewed up and spat out into the world. Older, harder and each to their own.

      Before Bella was sitting on a hard church pew. Standing by a grave and watching as a coffin was lowered into the ground. Walking with Claudette back to her car hoping to slip away without anyone noticing.

      But as they crossed the tarmac, a sleek black Porsche parked in front of them bleeped as it unlocked. Bella paused. She was pretty sure she knew whose car it was. She caught Claudette glance over warily as she stiffened. “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Fine,” Bella replied, turning around. As expected, there was Logan, dark gaze hooded, striding toward them, emotionless, steely faced.

      Claudette squeezed Bella’s hand. “You don’t have to talk to him.”

      “Yes, I do,” she replied with a sigh, and squeezing her hand back, she let go and went to meet him midway.

      Logan stopped about a foot away from her, put his hands in his suit pockets and, with his head turned toward the goings-on of the departing mourners, said, “I didn’t think you’d come.”

      Despite her better judgment, she felt herself bristle at the fact he wouldn’t look at her, the dismissal in his tone. “I thought it would create more drama if I didn’t.”

      His head swung back. “There I was thinking you’d come to pay your respects.”

      She held his gaze, refused to cower, but said nothing.

      He huffed a laugh, no humor on his face. “To be expected, I suppose.”

      It was her turn to look away in annoyance. “I’m leaving now so⁠—”

      He cut her off. “You’re not coming to the wake?”

      Bella shook her head. “No.”

      He frowned, blue eyes narrowing in disdain. “I think it would seem strange if you didn’t,” he replied. There was an edge to his voice nowadays, as if he was used to people doing exactly what he said.

      Bella really didn’t want to go to the wake. She could feel her heart fluttering like a caged bird in her chest, but she didn’t want him to sense her vulnerability. She’d barely come to terms with her own mistakes, she wouldn’t have the truth of them crushed by the giant fist of Logan Carter. So, she lifted her chin a little and pushed her shoulders back. Self-protection made her say, “I really don’t think it’s necessary. The press have gotten the shot they want.”

      His lip curled in disbelief. “I’m not talking about the press, Bella!”

      She had to look away, she knew exactly what he was talking about, but she couldn’t face being pressured into going to the wake, couldn’t take any more of the pretense. It was easier to act aloof.

      There was a beat of silence as he seemed to process his own incredulity, allow the rumors about her to align with the actuality. Then he sighed as if it wasn’t worth the effort. “Look, Bella, he was my brother. You may not have loved him, but I did. And my family did. I don’t want anything to ruin this day for any of them.” She looked back when she heard the hint of a plea in his voice. “You owe him that, at least.”

      She felt herself flinch. What she did and didn’t owe Jack was a messy question, but what she found herself fighting was what she owed Logan. She couldn’t overlook the fact that he really knew nothing about, or had never accepted, what Jack was really like, that he was mourning a beloved brother. And at this close distance, he looked tired, weary of it all. She imagined him propping up the rest of the family and felt a dangerous flicker of sympathy. Against her better judgment, she said, “Fine.” Then immediately regretted it when Logan gave a curt, satisfied nod, no trace of the previous emotion on his face, just an understanding that, as always, he’d got what he wanted.
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Northern Attitude - Noah Kahan, Hozier
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You &1 - One Direction
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