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        Thank you so much for purchasing our book, we really appreciate it. And guess what, we want to offer you even more! This FREE Rockport Beach series prequel gives you a glimpse into the early lives of Beck & Kelsey, our OG couple from our first ever series, Rockport Beach and takes place before the events of Coming Home to You (Book One). 
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      The bus pulls into the station, the brakes letting out a high-pitched wail, waking the child sleeping on my lap. She’s slept the entire ride which is good because I don’t think I can bring myself to talk to her about what’s happening.

      I look out the window, catching glimpses of a motel about a hundred feet from the station. It looks like the kind of place you’d pass right by, no one interested in staying. But it’s where we’ll be staying.

      I don’t have enough money to take an Uber or a cab, let alone another bus or train ride. We’ve already taken four. Four seems to be our number. Four train rides, four hours on the bus, four days to cross the country. Maybe room four at that sketchy motel will be available.

      “Sammie,” I whisper, pushing her hair back. “We’re here.”

      She springs up, her eyes wide, her head whipping around to look out the window. “Where are we, Mommy?” she asks, the hoarseness of sleep still present in her voice.

      “Lake Tahoe, California,” I tell her like that means anything to a four-year-old. Again, with the number four. “Our new home,” I add in the hopes of quelling the tears I feel sting my eyes. I can’t cry in front of her, not anymore.

      I take her hand in mine, slinging the backpack over my shoulder as she clings to the stuffed doll she got last Christmas. It’s the only piece of home I allowed her to bring with us. It sounds cruel; it even feels a little cruel when I let my memories flash to us leaving.

      But then I remind myself, I had no other choice.

      We exit the bus, grabbing our suitcase and bag from under it, I tip my head to the driver, thanking him and he watches me like he knows. I look back over my shoulder as I take Sammie by the hand and the driver waves now.

      I smile, trying to act like every other person climbing off this bus, like we’re here for a vacation and not to start over. Although most of the clientele on the bus didn’t look like the kind of people who are here to ski, not like there’s snow on the ground anyway. I don’t even know how to ski. I feel like I’m giving off that vibe for sure.

      I drag the suitcase through the gravel lot where the bus stopped, taking it through and over to the little motel I saw on the way in. It’s not the kind of place I would normally consider staying in, but it looks like it’s in my price range. That price range is basically zero. I need something that costs nothing, but that’s never going to happen.

      I pull open the door to the motel to find an older man sitting behind a counter and it pretty much looks exactly as I expected. It hasn’t been renovated since the 1970s and it smells of cigarettes and cough drops. I look down at Sammie who wrinkles up her nose but knows better than to comment on the state of this place. I hate that this is where I have to take her and I swallow hard, forcing back the tears I feel burn my eyes.

      “You lost?” the man grumbles from behind the desk, not bothering to stand up.

      “No. I was hoping to get a room,” I tell him, approaching the counter.

      He looks me over, taking in Sammie standing at my side and our suitcase. He shakes his head, and I don’t know if he’s telling me I can’t get a room or if I don’t want to stay here.

      “It’s cash only,” he spits out, shoving back from the desk and walking over to the counter. “No credit cards, no drugs, no guns. We call the police.”

      “That’s not going to be an issue,” I tell him, giving Sammie’s hand a squeeze at the mention of guns. I pull an envelope from my purse and ask him the total for a week’s stay.

      That feels really optimistic. A week is longer than I want to stay, but I know we’re going to be here longer than that.

      “It’s three-fifty a week, and you gotta be out by ten on check-out,” he barks, his words harsh and I get it. He runs a sketchy motel near a bus station. The people who come in here are anything but upstanding. “There’s no smoking in the room either,” he adds, and it’s hard not to laugh out loud at all of this. I’ve never smoked a cigarette in my life. I’ve never touched drugs and I certainly have never seen a gun.

      I nod in response to all his rules, not needing to piss him off on day one as I pull the amount from the envelope, reminding myself how much I have left now.

      It’s not much, only two thousand dollars and if I have to stay here another week, I’ll be down another few hundred bucks. This money is supposed to last us till I can get a job, but it’s also supposed to be the money I use to get us an apartment.

      The trouble is, no one is going to rent an apartment to someone without a job.

      “Room three,” the man now says, sliding a key attached to an oversized plastic tag across the counter.

      “Could I get room four?” Not sure why I’ve decided this is my lucky number. Something about it feels better, feels like I can control this one tiny aspect of all this.

      “They’re all the same,” the man deadpans, switching out the keys with an eye roll.

      “Thank you.”

      “This isn’t one of them fancy resorts,” he now says, motioning toward the door, knowing the higher end places are down the road. “No free breakfast and I’ll remind you again, I will call the police.”

      “We won’t give you any trouble,” I reply, trying on a soft smile as we leave.

      With Sammie’s hand still in mine, we make our way to room four, in desperate need of a shower. We’ve been on the train and the bus without taking a shower for the last four days. I can’t even imagine what I look like, let alone smell like.

      I push the key into the lock, needing to jiggle it a little to get the door open, but when it does, Sammie once again hits me with that wrinkled up nose look.

      “It’s fine,” I tell her, dragging the suitcase in, but also commanding her not to take her shoes off. “Let’s start by getting you into the tub,” I add, winking at her and shooing her toward the bathroom.

      

      An hour later, we’re both clean and while I know she’s hungry, I need to start my job search. I hand her a bag of Cheerios and a clementine, telling her to eat as we walk.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, skipping along the sidewalk outside the motel.

      “We’re going to find me a job. A good job. One that pays lots of money so we don’t have to stay at that motel.”

      “I kinda like the motel,” she says, and she’s always been the kind of kid who knows how to make someone feel better. She’s far more aware than most kids her age.

      “Really? What do you like about it?” I ask, wondering what she’s going to say. We left a beachfront condo in Florida for this dump.

      “I liked that grumpy man. Do you think he’s always like that?” she asks, skipping over to take my hand as we reach the street.

      “I do think he’s always like that,” I reply, trying not to laugh.

      “I also like that it has flowered blankets on the bed,” she now adds, and I really must commend her for her ability to find the good. There really isn’t anything good about it. “It feels like a vacation.”

      “I’m glad you like it. It’s going to be our home until we can find a place,” I tell her, wondering if she’s going to ask me about her dad or when we’re going home.

      “It’s okay that it’s not nice,” Sammie says, and I swear my heart shatters into a million pieces. “I like it.”

      We walk in silence with Sammie eating the Cheerios and me peeling the clementine until we come to what looks to be the ski village. There’s a cute little sign welcoming us to the Badger Creek resort with a few shops and restaurants along with a gorgeous lodge that stands in the center of it all.

      “Look at the mountains,” I say to Sammie, pointing to the peaks that jut out above the lodge in front of us.

      “I think we should live here, Mommy,” Sammie says, her eyes moving around the vast area, falling onto some villas and condos toward the back of the property.

      It really is stunning, but I’m not certain there will ever be a time I’ll be able to afford to stay at a place like this or even rent here.

      “I’d love to live here too, but let’s start by seeing if they have any job openings,” I say, holding the door to the lodge open for Sammie to enter.

      I follow her in, taking her hand in mine, I approach the desk, a girl about my age smiling as we walk up.

      “Checking in?” she asks, and I feel my face grow hot. I’ve never done anything like this before. I’ve always applied for jobs and waited for someone to call me. I’ve never just walked in somewhere, basically begging for a job.

      I have two years of college under my belt and that pretty much amounts to nothing in the grand scheme of things. I have waitressing experience and I’ve run a cash register, but I don’t have any skills that fit with a ski resort.

      “Hi, no we’re not checking in. I was wondering if you have any job openings?” I ask, hoping this well put together woman doesn’t laugh in my face.

      “Oh, you’re here to meet with Elissa,” she says, holding up one finger. “I’ll go grab her. I thought she usually asked her interviews to meet her in the ski lodge, but whatever,” she adds, flitting a hand as if it’s of no consequence.

      I don’t even have a second to tell her that I have no idea who Elissa is and that I’m not here for an interview, before she has disappeared behind a door.

      A few minutes later, the woman returns, but this time with another woman, both of them whispering a little as the first woman points to me.

      The one I assume is Elissa walks over to where Sammie and I are waiting. Sammie is sitting in an oversized brown leather chair, her legs swinging as she sings to herself. Looking up, she notices the woman and smiles.

      “You look like Rapunzel,” Sammie calls out, beaming as she jumps up from the chair. “You have long hair like her.”

      “Thank you,” Elissa replies. “I think that’s the nicest compliment I’ve received in a long time.” She extends a hand to Sammie and Sammie takes it. “I’m Elissa Green and you are?”

      “I’m Sammie Neely. I’m four and this is my first time in the mountains,” she announces, before sitting back down.

      “Nice to meet you Sammie and this must be your mom,” Elissa motions to me and Sammie nods.

      “Hi, I’m Harper Neely. I know this is probably not how you do this, but I was wondering if you have any job openings.”

      My heart has been racing since the moment this woman walked up. She’s strikingly beautiful and I have to say that Sammie is not wrong in thinking she looks like a Disney Princess. But it’s not just that, I’m so scared she’s going to see my desperation and mistake it for something else.

      “Well, I just finished hiring for the off season and I’ll be conducting interviews for the ski season at the end of August if you’re still interested then,” she says, and my entire body sags with the words of defeat.

      I know this is the first place I came to, but I need to find something ASAP and I can’t be fumbling around looking for a job, especially with a four-year-old in tow and only two grand to my name.

      “But I can check in with Zoey. She runs the lodge here. I run the ski area, so if you’re still interested in August, I’d love to have you come back for an interview,” Elissa says, and it feels like she’s just being nice or maybe she really would hire me. “Hang on. Let me see if Zoey is available.”

      I squeeze in next to Sammie in the chair, my heart still slamming against my chest, my forehead beginning to sweat, and I like to think it’s from the giant brick fireplace that’s pumping out heat a few feet away.

      Again, Elissa appears, this time with a woman who is equally as pretty and I know Sammie is going to be enamored.

      “She looks like Elsa,” Sammie whispers, her eyes wide as she watches the two women talk. Elissa motions to where we are sitting, and they continue talking.

      The whole conversation plays out in my head with Elissa telling Zoey that there’s a crazy woman with a kid who just showed up here looking for a job. I might as well carry a sign saying I’ve run away from home and I’m desperate. Maybe that will work better.

      “Shhh,” I tell Sammie, but I know that will only egg her on.

      The blonde woman makes her way over to us, smiling as she approaches.

      “Hi, I’m Zoey Holden. Elissa tells me you’re looking for a job,” she says, holding out her hand to me.

      “I am. I’m Harper Neely and this is my daughter Sammie.”

      “Nice to meet you. Would you like to come back to my office and sit down? We can talk back there,” Zoey offers, and I nod, following her through the door and down a hallway.

      “Do you live here because it’s cold a lot?” Sammie asks as we come to an office and go inside.

      “The cold never bothered me anyway,” Zoey responds, winking, and Sammie’s mouth drops open. She scampers up to me, squeezing my hand.

      “She’s not Elsa, Sammie,” I whisper, shaking my head as I point to a chair in the corner of the office.

      “Okay, so Elissa tells me you’re looking for a job,” Zoey says, her fingers typing on the keyboard in front of her.

      I sit down across from her, nodding, but still filled with feelings of fear and anxiety. I hate that this is what my life has come to. I should have left years ago.

      It’s never too late to start over.

      “Are you local?” she asks.

      “I’m staying at the Mountain View Motel,” I say, embarrassed that I’ve just admitted this out loud to someone.

      “I’ve heard nice things about it,” she says, and I chuckle.

      “Really? Nice as in they have polyester bedspreads from the seventies and I wouldn’t want to run a blacklight over the carpet,” I hit back, trying to break the nervousness I feel with humor.

      “You’ve got a solid sense of humor,” Zoey comments back. “So I have an opening for a housekeeper and with that comes lodging. Would that work?” she now says, and I’ve promised myself I won’t cry anymore, but it feels like this woman knows I need a break and she’s about to give it to me.
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      I head into the lodge and down the corridor toward Zoey’s office to ask if she wants to have lunch together. With her now living with Ethan and me not working at the lodge during the summer, we don’t see as much of each other as we used to. We’ve always been close, even when I was away at college, and I miss hanging out with her.

      The door to her office is ajar and just as I’m about to step inside, I hear Zo’s voice.

      “We actually have bungalow four available. It’s a two bedroom so you and Sammie will have a bit more space, if that works?”

      I don’t catch a reply as I loiter by the half open door listening as Zoey continues.

      “Alright, so here is your welcome pack, which contains all the info on the lodge, including staff amenities. We have a great staff childcare center you might want to check out for Sammie. Also in there are all your employment conditions, forms etcetera. If you want to have a read through and then maybe return them to me in the next day or so, we can get you set up to move in and start work. Sound good?”

      Again, I don’t hear the reply and I’m not sure if that’s because there isn’t one or it’s so quiet, I just can’t hear it.

      “Okay, thanks for coming in, Harper and welcome to Badger Creek!”

      The door opens all of a sudden and before I can step back and not give away the fact I was just totally eavesdropping, I find myself face to face with my sister and a woman I have never seen before. An incredibly beautiful woman who for some reason looks like she’s trying really hard not to cry.

      “Max!” Zoey says, her eye’s widening in surprise when she sees me.

      “Bye, Elsa!” comes a small voice.

      Zoey laughs and it takes me a second to realize there is a third person with them, a little girl, who’s smiling up at my sister as she waves at her, her whole arm moving side to side in that cute way kids have.

      “Bye, Sammie,” Zoey says, giving her a wave as she turns toward me and smiles. “Harper, this is my brother, Max. He’s a medic here during ski season, EMT during off-season. Max, this is our newest employee, Harper.”

      “Hi,” I croak out, still staring at this woman who looks like she’s on the verge of bolting, like whatever this is right now, it’s far too overwhelming for her.

      “You have a brother, Elsa?” the kid asks, making Zoey laugh again as she nods at her.

      The kid turns to look up at me and I can see she is the spitting image of Harper, which means she’s either her much younger sister or her daughter. If I had to guess, I’d say Harper is around my age, which probably means this kid is her daughter.

      “Hi, I’m Sammie,” the kid says, giving me the same overly enthusiastic wave she gave Zoey.

      “Hey, I’m Max,” I say, smiling back at her, before turning back to Harper who’s watching us. “When do you start work?” I ask.

      Harper swallows hard, running a hand through her long sandy brown hair. “Um, next week,” she says.

      Zoey smiles, reaching over to squeeze Harper’s arm as she says, “Let me know if you have any questions. My contact details are in there if you need to reach me, otherwise, see you in a day or so?”

      Harper nods, reaching for Sammie’s hand as she says, “Thank you, Zoey, I really appreciate this opportunity.”

      “All good,” Zoey says, smiling. “See you soon.”

      “Bye, Elsa! Bye, Max,” Sammie says again, and I can’t help but smile as I watch her and Harper walk away.

      “Why’s the kid calling you Elsa?” I ask, my eyes lingering on Harper as she walks down the corridor, finally disappearing through the double doors at the end that lead back to the lobby. When I turn back to my sister, she’s smirking at me like she knows I was just totally checking this woman out.

      “The kid, what’s with the Elsa thing?” I repeat, before she has a chance to call me out on it.

      Zoey laughs, shaking her head a little, just as Ethan and Brandon walk down the hall from where their offices are and make their way toward us. “She thinks I look like Elsa from Frozen.”

      “Never heard of it,” I say, just Brandon says, “What’s an Elsa from Frozen?”

      Ethan doesn’t say anything, going straight to Zoey as he wraps an arm around her waist and pulls her in for a kiss. It’s still kind of weird watching my boss and my sister make out like this, but at the same time, I do really like the guy. Now anyway. We didn’t get off to a great start when I found out he and my sister had been in a secret relationship that basically led to her getting kidnapped.

      I mean, yeah I work for him and he is pretty much the coolest boss on the planet. But, when the rumors had started and I’d heard all sorts of things where people were talking shit about my sister and saying things like she was being taken advantage of, or sleeping her way to the top, it had pissed me off. When she’d then been kidnapped, I reacted by taking it all out on Ethan.

      It was a low blow and I pretty quickly realized how Ethan really felt and more so, that Zoey felt the same way. The guy adores her, literally worships the ground she walks on, and I know Zoey is equally as crazy about him. Plus, after everything he did to find her, to protect her and make sure that guy paid for what he did to her, it’s hard not to both like and respect him. I’m glad the two of us managed to get past our initial animosity and become friends. The dude’s going to be my brother-in-law soon.

      “No idea,” I reply as Brandon glances at Ethan and Zoey and rolls his eyes.

      Zoey laughs, pulling back from the kiss as she takes the phone from Ethan’s hand and starts tapping at the screen. “This is Elsa,” she says, holding it up to show us a blonde cartoon character. “She’s from the kid’s movie Frozen.”

      The three of us glance at the screen, Ethan chuckling as he says, “No way that looks like you, babe.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Brandon says teasingly. “It kinda does.”

      I let out a laugh, as Ethan punches his friend in the arm and Zoey shakes her head. “She’s like four years old,” Zoey says. “Every tall, blonde woman looks like Elsa to kids that age.”

      “Who was the kid anyway?” I ask. “Her sister?”

      Zoey hits me with another smirk, shaking her head a little. “Why are you asking, Max?”

      I lift a shoulder, shrugging. “No reason.”

      “Pfft,” Zoey scoffs. “As if, I saw the way you were looking at Harper. I think you like her.”

      “No,” I reply, shaking my head as Ethan asks, “Who’s Harper?”

      Zoey smiles as she turns toward him. “A new employee. Just hired her. Sammie, the one who thinks I look like Elsa, is her daughter.”

      Daughter. Fuck. Does that mean she’s got a boyfriend? Partner? Husband?

      “And no, Max,” Zoey continues, seemingly reading my mind. “I think Harper is single. I kind of got the impression coming here was a fresh start for her.”

      I roll my eyes at my sister. “I wasn’t asking or interested,” I lie. “I actually came here to see if you wanted to grab lunch?”

      Now it’s Zoey rolling her eyes at me because she thinks I’m full of shit. And yeah, of course she’s right, but I’m not about to admit that to her. “Sure, let’s grab lunch,” she says, grinning.

      “You guys wanna join us?” I ask, figuring if Ethan and Brandon come along, at least I won’t have to put up with getting the third degree from my sister about Harper.

      “Yes,” Ethan says, pulling Zoey closer as he kisses her temple.

      Brandon just laughs, shaking his head at the two of them. “Sure thing, sounds good.”

      

      After lunch, I say goodbye to my sister, reminding her of the breakfast we have organized at Mom and Dad’s this weekend before heading into town to grab some stuff. It’s a rare day off from my work as an EMT and while I love my job, I also like having a break.

      Normally working as a medic on the slopes, it’s a nine-to-five type day and the worst thing I’ll see is broken bones, which is bad, but not the same as working in an ambulance. Now, I’m faced with car accidents and overdoses and all kinds of depressing shit.

      It’s draining and can hit hard at times, especially when there’s kids involved. Plus, being a relatively small city and having grown up here, the chances of me somehow knowing or at least having heard of someone is high. Although to be fair, the tourists tend to do a lot of dumb shit too.

      Just as I’m walking into the supermarket on main street to grab some food, my phone starts ringing. Glancing down I see Alex’s name lighting up the screen and with a grin I answer.

      “Hey, dude, what’s up?”

      “Hey!” Alex says. “Just calling to see if you wanna hang out tonight?”

      Chuckling, I grab a basket by the entrance and start making my way down the aisles. “What, Del out or something and you got nothing better going on?”

      “Fuck off,” Alex says with a laugh. “Just thought it would be cool to hang out. Maybe have some beers, watch a movie or something?”

      I smile, knowing he means it, just like he knows I’m only giving him shit. He might have moved out not long after we got back to Tahoe from Colorado, shacking up with his girlfriend in the condo two down from mine, but he’s always made a point of us regularly catching up. We spent four years living together in Colorado and it had been weird to suddenly start living by myself when we came back here, so I appreciate the effort he makes.

      “Yeah, sounds good,” I reply, grabbing a couple of frozen pizzas. “I’m at the store now, I’ll grab us some stuff?”

      “Cool,” Alex says. “I’m finishing up around five, so I’ll head over after that?”

      I round the corner into the next aisle and stop in my tracks.

      Harper is here.

      Harper and her daughter are standing in the aisle apparently debating the merits of Twizzlers versus Swedish fish as TV snacks.

      “Max?”

      I blink, swallowing hard as I once again stare at this woman who’s apparently just moved to Tahoe for a fresh start and is about to start working at Badger Creek.

      “Max, dude, you there?”

      “Shit, sorry, still here,” I say, as I stand at the end of the aisle watching them.

      Alex chuckles. “You good?”

      “Yeah,” I say, just as Harper turns and sees me standing here, watching her and her daughter. I offer her a smile that I hope conveys I am not some sort of weirdo as I continue my conversation with Alex. “Yeah, come over whenever, I’m at the store so I’ll get food and shit.”

      Alex laughs again. “Yeah, you already said that,” he says. “And when I come over you can tell what it is that’s distracting you right now.”

      “Whatever,” I say just as Harper’s daughter notices me and starts waving. “See you later.”

      “Later, dude.”

      I hang up, sliding my phone into my pocket as Sammie shouts, “Hi, Max!”

      “Sammie,” Harper whisper-shouts at her, even as I chuckle at how excited this kid is. She’s actually pretty cute, like a mini version of Harper and knowing now she’s her daughter, I can’t help but wonder who the kid’s father is.

      Or where he is.

      “Hey,” I say, walking toward them. “Max. Zoey’s brother,” I add, jerking a thumb at my chest.

      Harper offers me a small smile, tipping her head in acknowledgement. “I remember.”

      “So you guys just moved to town, huh?” I ask, glancing at the shopping basket Harper holds. It’s got a loaf of bread, a jar of jelly and a bag of Swedish fish.

      “Yes,” she says, her voice quiet.

      I smile, glancing at Sammie who is staring up at me. “I’d have gone with the Twizzlers personally,” I say, giving her a wink.

      Sammie throws up her arms in exaggerated fashion as she says, “That’s what I said.”

      Laughing, I turn back to Harper, who’s shaking her head at her daughter. “Not a Twizzlers fan?”

      Harper bites her bottom lip, glancing down at Sammie before she moves so she’s standing behind her and gently covers her ears. “I love them, we both do. But if I get Swedish fish she won’t eat many because we both think they’re disgusting.”

      I let out a laugh as Harper removes her hands and Sammie gives her what could very well be described as a what the fuck look. “I see, tactics then huh?”

      “Yeah,” Harper breathes out. “Trust me, a sugar-hyped four year old at bedtime is not good.”

      “No, I can’t imagine it is,” I say, chuckling. “Where are you guys staying at the moment.”

      Harper takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she says, “The Mountain View Motel.”

      I can tell by the look on her face that she’s both embarrassed and horrified that this is where they’re staying and I kind of don’t blame her. The place doesn’t have a good rep, god knows we’ve had a few calls to the place to deal with some of the clientele. The sooner Zoey and Ethan refurbish it, the better. Things got delayed when everything happened with Zo, but I’m sure they’re still pushing ahead with their plans for it.

      “Well it’s good you’ve got accommodation with your job,” I offer, not wanting to make her feel any worse about it. She’s obviously staying there for a reason and my guess is that it’s financial. “You should tell Zoey you want to move as soon as possible. She’ll be able to make it happen, trust me.”

      “Oh no,” Harper says, shaking her head. “We’re good. It’s only a week and I don’t want any special treatment.”

      I want to tell her that I’ll talk to Zoey if she wants me too, but I don’t, not wanting to embarrass her anymore that she already is. It’s only a week and hopefully with it being the change over between seasons, there isn’t too much sketchy shit going on at the motel.

      “Well, how about a quick tour of the town,” I blurt out instead. “I can show you the best place to get your morning coffee or hot chocolate and maybe a cinnamon roll on your way to work.”

      “Oh, can we, Mommy?” Sammie says, jumping up and down as she claps her hands together.

      It’s probably kind of a dick move saying all this in front of her kid, knowing they are a sucker for any kind of treat. Harper looks at me, an unreadable expression on her face. I smile, hoping she says yes because for some reason, I don’t want to say goodbye to her just yet.

      “What do you think? My treat?”
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      Sammie’s big brown eyes are looking up at me, waiting for me to give Max an answer. I can tell by the look on her face that she wants me to say yes. Being here makes it feel like we’re on a vacation and we should be up for adventure. She doesn’t understand or see that we need to keep things quiet until we know we’re safe. And I also can’t be bringing strange men in and out of my daughter’s life. She needs stability. It’s not just my feelings that are at risk here, it’s hers too.

      “Thank you for the offer. It’s really sweet of you, but we just arrived today, and it would be nice if we had some time to get settled first,” I say, noticing that both Sammie and Max seem to deflate with disappointment. “Another time though,” I quickly add, trying on a kind smile, hoping to let him down easily. He has no idea what we’ve left and how it might affect him should he get involved with us.

      “Can I get your number?” Max asks, but he must see the look on my face, and adds, “Or I can give you my number.” I watch him let out a slow exhale, and it’s kind of cute how nervous he seems.

      “No number for me,” I say, “but I’m sure I’ll see you around Badger Creek.”

      “And you’re staying at the Mountain View. You sure you don’t want me to see if Zoey can move your housing along?” Max presses, but there’s something about him that feels calming. He isn’t prying or being creepy. There’s a kindness about him that makes me feel like he’s interested in helping me get acclimated to what could possibly be mine and Sammie’s new home.

      “Thanks, Max, but we’ll be okay at the Mountain View till I can get moved in at Badger Creek. I’ve already paid for the week too.” I shrug, knowing that Max has no idea that the money I used to pay for the week is pretty much half of what I came with that I allotted for lodging. I have to stay there because I can’t afford to go anywhere else.

      “Sounds good,” Max now replies, holding a hand out and offering to take the basket I have linked over my wrist. “I can take that for you or do you…” He doesn’t finish his thought, just adding, “I’m sure you’re good. I’ll see you around, okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there next week, maybe I’ll see you there,” I say, my words a little quieter now, not wanting to make things too comfortable. I have to be guarded for a while, at least until I can build things up for Sammie and me.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Max says, and I swear I catch a hint of disappointment in his voice. But I can’t let that sway my decision. I left so I could live on my own, make my own decisions and not worry about the effect it was all having on Sammie.

      He gives Sammie and I a wave as he turns to walk away, stopping a second later, he looks back at us. “I’m not around as much in the off season, but I’m sure we’ll run into each other.”

      “I remember Zoey saying you work as an EMT in the off season. That sounds like a really interesting job.”

      “It is, but my first love is definitely being on the mountain as a medic there,” Max admits, and I love his honesty. The way he talks about his job gives off a dedication that most people don’t have. I hope to someday find that.

      “I’ve never skied before,” I find myself admitting, which feels like I’m baiting this guy. I just told him I didn’t want him to show me around, but now I’m telling him I’ve never skied before. This is only going to lead to him telling me he can teach me or whatever.

      “I want to go skiing,” Sammie squeals, looking up at me, a huge smile on her face. I love that she’s down for everything, including this unprompted move across the country.

      Her gaze instantly shifts to Max, and she has a face that is very hard to say no to. She has these big brown eyes and this sweet little smile, and then there’s her precocious nature.

      “I’m sure we can work something out when the snow comes back,” Max says, really only acknowledging Sammie’s comment. This guy is good. He knows the way in is through Sammie.

      “That sounds good,” I say, knowing that is a long way off. We have a few months to get acclimated, to start to feel comfortable, before then.

      “I’ll see you around, Harper,” Max now says, giving me a wave. “Enjoy your movie night, Sammie,” he adds. “Are you watching Frozen?”

      “How’d you guess?” I say, waving goodbye to Max as he walks away.

      

      An hour later, Sammie and I are curled up in the musty bed at the Mountain View Motel, snacking on Swedish Fish, but first I made her eat some applesauce and a turkey sandwich.

      I already miss having a kitchen and spending a week here is going to be tough. There’s a tiny mini fridge that lets out a high-pitched hum every time it turns on and it feels like maybe it’s keeping things cold, but I can’t really tell.

      Luckily, it’s only filled with a jar of jelly, some deli turkey and cheese slices. I didn’t buy too much, not wanting to go through our money too quickly and wanting to wait since I know we have to fill an actual fridge in a week.

      I let out a hard sigh as I look over at Sammie, her eyes growing heavy. It’s a strange feeling to be in this old, rundown motel, yet feeling the safest and most relaxed I’ve felt in years. I can see it in Sammie’s face too, as her eyes close and she snuggles into my side. Despite the smell and the fact that we’re the only ones here, my eyes close too.

      

      I hear him call my name. It’s loud and booming and I look around for Sammie, but I can’t seem to find her. I should be panicking that I can’t find her, but I’m not. I’m glad she’s not here, not here to witness this again.

      He reaches for me, grabbing my wrist, his fingers tightening around it in a way that makes my heart begin to race, scared and nervous. I have no idea what I’ve done this time, but I know he’s done something wrong. This is the way it always goes. He takes his behavior out on me, makes me feel guilty like I’m to blame.

      “Don’t you want me to be happy, Harper?” he asks, his words said with a tinge of poison. It’s something he asks me regularly, but every time he asks it, it’s after something has gone wrong, after he’s done something horrible.

      I nod, not letting out the words I really want to say.

      “I never told you we would do something tonight. You must have dreamed that. I told you I had plans with a friend from work.”

      Again, my head bobs in response, hating that I’ve become this person.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” he hisses, his grip on my wrist now sliding up my arm, holding tighter just above my elbow. “What the fuck were you doing?” he shouts, startling me. “You’re questioning me? What about you?”

      I take in a hard breath, the sound of someone knocking jarring me awake, and suddenly I’m covered in a cold sweat. No one knows where I am. He can’t possibly know where I am, but I still rush to the door panicked and fearful, my entire body trembling with fear.

      It’s a simple knock on the door, but why? Why would anyone be knocking? The guy working the desk at the motel seems too aloof and old to be worried about me. It’s not like he’d go out of his way to check on us.

      Zoey and Max know that Sammie and I are staying here, but again, I didn’t give them a room number. And why would they come out here? This doesn’t seem like the kind of place either of them frequent.

      I push up on my toes, my heart hammering in my chest, my palms covered in a sheen of sweat while Sammie sleeps silently in the bed.

      My eyes are closed and I shove my body against the door, prepared to keep whoever is out there from entering, but the knocking stops. As quickly as it woke me, scaring me out of my sleep, it’s gone.

      I look out the peephole, catching a glimpse of someone walking back to their car. It’s the only car in the small gravel lot of the motel and when the person turns to get in their car, I recognize them.

      I yank the door open, angry and worked up over the situation.

      “What are you doing here?” I call out, the tone of my voice lost in the emptiness of the wind and the trees of this idyllic place.

      “Hey, you are up,” Max says. “I was worried I was going to wake you up.” He’s smiling as he walks back toward me, unaware of how much panic he just caused me. “Good news,” he now says, coming to a stop a few steps away from me. The look on his face changes as his eyes scan my face, his smile dropping almost immediately. “You okay?”

      “You never answered me,” I spit out, a ragged breath leaving my lips as I wrap my arms around myself. The shaking hasn’t subsided, I begin to wonder if Max can see it.

      “Answered what?”

      “Why you’re here.”

      “Oh, um, Zoey said you could move in today. I came by to help you. I’m sure you
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