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        Josh: 12

        Erika: 11

      

        

      
        JOSH

      

      

      

      “No.”

      I slammed my fist into the barn’s support post. Blood welled where skin split at the knuckles.

      Good.

      It forced me to feel something. Two weeks since the funeral and numbness had been my only companion.

      “You will go out there and feed the left field.” My older brother, Timothy, towered above me, a reminder I hadn’t had the growth spurt my Dad promised would hit. “I’ve got a date in twenty minutes, and I’m not missing it because you’re having one of your little moods.”

      He rolled his favorite knife in his hand, the one he used to cut hay bale ties. The metal flashed as he stepped closer, close enough that I could smell his aftershave. “Mom and Dad are in Raleigh. That means I’m in charge. You will do what I say.”

      “It’s your problem,” I shot back. “I did the horse barn. Cows were never mine to do today.”

      A month ago, I might’ve caved for a single word of approval. Being six years older made Timothy almost an adult, and someone I’d idolized. Now I wanted him to hit me. I deserved it. I held his glare and said it again, softer and sharper. “No.”

      He slammed his palm against the door of the stall I’d just finished mucking. The bang echoed through the barn like a gunshot. “You are a useless, unreliable, selfish little snot,” he snarled. “I’m not throwing away my one chance tonight because you can’t follow simple orders.”

      “After two hours busting my ass up here, I’m not slogging through the muddiest part of the pasture so you don’t miss your chance to get it on with some girl who’s leaving town.”

      His face warped, grief hardening into something sharp and merciless. “You owe me. You owe all of us.” The knife trembled in his fist as he pointed it at my chest. “You should be doing every chore until the end of time. Maybe then you’ll learn what it means to listen.” He took a step closer, eyes burning. “You had one job. Watch Brian. That was it. And he drowned. He’s dead because of you.”

      The words hit exactly where he meant them to. A spear straight through my ribs. I should’ve let it end there. Let it break me. But I couldn’t.

      “You were the one too busy sucking face with Amy What’s-Her-Name on the Ferris wheel during the festival to do what Mom asked you to do.”

      Timothy’s arm snapped. The blade left his hand and buried itself in the dirt by my boot. Close enough that soil jumped against my bare calf. Close enough to mean something.

      I stared at it, then bent and picked it up. The metal felt wrong in my palm—too heavy, too real. Fear rushed in. I let it slip from my fingers.

      Instinct jerked me sideways, but not fast enough. The blade fell in a blunt, slicing arc and kissed my calf. For a heartbeat, the barn went silent except for my breath ripping in and out of my chest.

      Timothy froze.

      The rage drained from his face so fast it left him gray. His eyes locked on the thin red line welling on my calf as if he could rewind the last ten seconds by sheer force of disbelief.

      Neither of us breathed.

      “You…” His voice cracked. He swallowed hard, Adam’s apple jerking. “You did that. Not me.” He took a step back like I’d shoved him. “Take care of the cows,” he muttered.

      Then he stormed out, boots pounding.

      I stared at my leg.

      Blood dribbled in a slow, surreal ribbon, pooling in the dirt. It should’ve hurt. I waited for the pain to arrive, but all I felt was empty.

      “What’s with him?” Erika stood framed in the barn doors, the afternoon light catching in her dark brown hair.

      I completely forgot I agreed to work on our science project, which was due tomorrow. In class today I tried to get her to just do it since I didn’t really care about school anymore. She said no. It was a “group project,” and I was her entire group. Which meant, according to her, we were doing it together today. And nobody—especially not me—could change Erika Chomping’s mind.

      She tilted her head, long strands sliding over her shoulder, and stomped mud from her battered tennis shoes. “You still got chores? I can help if⁠—”

      Her eyes snapped to the floor. To the blood.

      “What the—” Her voice tremored. She pointed, like maybe if she didn’t get closer it wouldn’t be real. “Did he do that?”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “My fault. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine!” She dropped to her knees in the dirt beside me. Her hands closed around my calf, careful and shaking, like she could will the bleeding to stop if she just held on tight enough.

      I didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Anger and fear tangled in her voice. She yanked a towel off the stall door, dunked it into the water bucket, and scrubbed the blood away. “Hold it!”

      I did. Because she told me to. Because it was easier than deciding anything for myself.

      She worked fast, scavenging supplies from the feed room, wrapping my leg with more competence than I’d expected. When she finished, she sat back on her heels and stared at her handiwork.

      “It needs stitches,” she announced.

      “There’s no one to drive me to the hospital.” The words landed between us, heavy and final.

      “Can you ride a bike? We can go up to the urgent care on 64.”
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        * * *

      

      It took nearly an hour to reach the urgent care on our bikes, rain soaking us through, my shorts plastered to my legs. By the time we made it inside, the cut throbbed deep and insistent. I wanted the pain. I didn’t deserve relief.

      We sat in the waiting room with a handful of strangers, the air sharp with disinfectant. I kept my eyes on the floor. I didn’t want Erika to look at me too closely. I didn’t want her to see that this—all of this—was my fault.

      She slid her hand over mine. Over the hand where the knuckles weren’t busted.

      I stared at our hands instead of her face. Mine had grown bigger at some point. I wasn’t sure when that happened. Hers was tanner, warmer, the skin familiar in a way nothing else was.

      “I’m fine,” I said, my voice cracking. “You can go. You don’t have to stay.”

      She didn’t answer right away. She just squeezed my hand, firm and steady. Then she let go only to wrap her arms around me, pulling me into her like she was afraid I might disappear.

      “You’re my always and whenever, Josh,” she said quietly. “I need you. And you need me. Been that way since third grade. Going to stay that way.”

      I breathed her in when every part of me wanted to run. Or vanish. Or turn into dust and let the wind carry me somewhere Brian couldn’t drown and I couldn’t fail him.

      I should’ve been the one who died. I was the useless one.

      But Erika needed me.

      I pulled back just enough to look at her. The intensity in her eyes scared me more than the blood had. It made everything real. It made me matter.

      All the stupid things I’d done for her over the years rushed back—how I’d stood up to kids who picked on her, how I brought extra snacks to school when I knew she wouldn’t have enough for lunch, how I’d sat with her for hours helping her read through her dyslexia. Things I’d done without thinking, like they were nothing.

      She reached up and unclasped the locket from around her neck, pressing it into my palm. “It’s magical,” she said, like it was the most normal thing in the world. “My mom gave it to me last year. She said it brings luck. You need to borrow it today.”

      My fingers curled around the cool metal. As long as I had her, I wasn’t alone. I was needed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Josh: 19

        Erika: 18

      

        

      
        JOSH

      

      

      

      The metallic slam of my locker echoed through the deserted changing room. This was a first for me, being late to the field for a baseball game. A feminine shadow in the corner of my vision darted away. A set of car keys fell off my jersey where it lay on the wooden bench, clattering with a sharp jingle when they hit the concrete floor. The keys she stole from me.

      “Erika, get back here!” I shouted as I jogged after her. I tore into the hallway and to the gym’s exit, arriving seconds behind her. A metal doorstop between the door and the frame kept the gym door propped open to the outside. “Stop!”

      I caught her arm.

      No fear or apology glared up at me in her coppery gaze. A few light brown hairs blew across her eyes out of her haphazard bun. The haze of a waning sunburn on her pale neck remained from when she’d forgotten sunscreen while watching my semi-finals game ten days ago.

      Ten days…the amount of time it took to wreck both our lives.

      My gaze dipped to her lips. I hated how much I still wanted her. She was everything I’d dreamed about in my eighteen years. But that was before this war between us kicked off. The hostility worsened with each horrendous revenge act she concocted against me.

      Up until now, I put up with it. I deserved it.

      I leaned down in slow motion as if I might kiss her. I wouldn’t. Never again. I wouldn’t survive the taste of her again.

      Her breath caught.

      “What are you doing?” Instead of rejection, her voice was throaty and full of need. She didn’t move, not even a wiggle to get free of where I held her arm.

      “You want me to kiss you.” This was like standing on the edge of a treacherous cliff. I touched my tongue to her pretty pink lips.

      She closed her eyes. A moan escaped her. When I did nothing further, she blinked and looked up at me.

      “Admit you want me.” I waited.

      “No.” It came out without conviction. She stared, waiting to see what I’d do next.

      My lips touched hers. I kissed her slow, hot, and deep. She shuddered.

      Her free hand cupped the back of my head to hold me in place, giving me her consent.

      My heart accelerated to a dangerous speed. This was stupid. Irrational. Yet, I felt alive and less fucked up for the first time in over a week. I teased my tongue along the seam of her lips. Her mouth opened and her tongue touched mine. The charge from the small touch radiated all the way to my fingertips.

      She pushed against me and pulled her head away from mine. I dropped my hand from her and stepped away, shocked. I shouldn’t have done that.

      She staggered back until she was pressed against the red-painted concrete blocks of the stand-alone gym, her eyes wide. Her tongue darted across her lips as if she couldn’t believe what we’d done.

      “When is enough enough, Erika?” I struggled to keep my eyes off her heaving chest where the drooping top teased an exquisite view. She wore her riding breeches, which meant she’d changed at school and planned to head to the Tadlock Barn where she volunteered most days to do chores. If we didn’t hate each other, she’d be at the game today, cheering.

      When she said nothing, I continued, “You made me late. I was supposed to be down on the ball field fifteen minutes ago, but I had to walk the half mile from school to get here after I spent forty-five minutes tearing up the school to find my keys. I’m missing warmups. You know this is the biggest game of my life.” It was inconvenient our school’s sports fields were so far from the actual high school.

      “I didn’t mean to take them. It was an accident.” Her voice was so quiet I had to lean in just to catch it. “I’d never ruin baseball for you. Especially not on championship day.”

      “You took my sweatshirt and knew they’d be in the pocket.”

      “I didn’t know.” She shook her head.

      “Where is my sweatshirt?” I looked around as if she might’ve dumped it outside the gym.

      “I have plans for it.” I didn’t like the glimmer in her eyes. “Plans” had become a dangerous word from her. She probably planned to burn it or soak it in deer urine or something far worse that was guaranteed to be humiliating for me.

      “I didn’t mean to take your keys. I swear.”

      I waited—hoping for a real apology—but it never came. Instead, her cheeks flushed red, and her eyes narrowed with that stubborn, digging-in look I knew too well.

      I tugged at my hair. “Haven’t you done enough to mess up my life?”

      “Enough?” Her eyes narrowed. She pushed away from the side of the building. “It’ll never be enough. I was there when you lost your brother. You helped me get through me losing my mother two years ago. You spent months doing all that stuff to convince me we should go out. Months of romantic bullshit. I thought you were my always and whenever, but you’re not.”

      The hurt in my chest was so much I could barely breathe.

      She whispered, “You cheated on me the day before prom. How is it possible you turned into an asshole overnight?”

      I had to.

      I never wanted to let her go. Even thinking about it felt like my ribs were caving in. I skipped prom last weekend—not because I didn’t want to go, but because the thought of seeing her there with someone else, smiling like nothing had happened, would’ve broken me.

      She kept going, voice shaking but sharp enough to cut. “I caught you sucking face with—with Milly.” She practically spat the name. “Of all people—her? She’s hated me since seventh grade.” Her breath hitched. “My pity date to prom wouldn’t even dance with me. Drew just stood there like a coward while I pretended I couldn’t see everyone staring.” Her eyes glistened, but her smile was bitter. “And for the record? Drew kisses better than you ever did.”

      “Does he?” Every other concern in my head dropped away. Drew kissed my girl? I would beat the hell out of him after the game, regardless of being friends and teammates. The dart of her eyes told me she lied about it being good. “You didn’t like it. That’s why you wanted me to kiss you right now. You needed a reminder of what it’s like to be kissed right.”

      She whispered. “I’ll never forgive you for kissing her.”

      At least she didn’t deny our kiss was better.

      “This revenge shit stops now,” I demanded. “You put a skunk in my locker. You burned my bio textbook during lab and almost burned down the building. You framed me for the vending machine break-in, which got me a day of suspension. Then you spread rumors that I can’t get it up when you know full well I can. Look for yourself.”

      Her eyes remained glued to my face.

      I held up my hands. “Enough. This ends now.”

      “I was never enough for you.” Her voice trembled with fury and something far more dangerous.

      Her gaze dragged down my bare chest, lingering like a touch that never quite landed. A small smile tugged at her lips.

      I glanced down.

      Crap. I’d forgotten I wasn’t dressed.

      Baseball underwear. Blue knee-high socks. No shoes. The pale skin usually hidden under my baseball pants dared the sun to burn it.

      Erika always had a way of making me lose my sanity.

      The gym door clicked shut behind me. The prop had slipped.

      “No!” I lunged for the handle and yanked, but it wouldn’t budge. Locked. Completely locked.

      Panic shot through me like electricity. I slammed both fists against the metal, the sound echoing back at me in a hollow, mocking boom.

      Today wasn’t just another game. It was the game—the most important one of my life. College scouts sat in those bleachers right now, ready to decide whether I’d leave with a full-ride future or nothing but a pat on the back and a maybe-next-year.

      I pounded the door once more and turned slowly. “This is your fault. How could you do this to me?”

      She whispered, “Is there another way in?”

      “It’s locked.” I pointed at the door. “That’s it.”

      “It’s not my fault you ran out here wearing that.” Her gaze darted down my body again. “There’s got to be a coach or someone still here.”

      “Everyone’s at the field. And I’m in…” I gestured to my underwear and socks. “Give me your phone. I’ll call someone to help.”

      “I don’t have my phone.”

      “You owe me this. You’re never without it.” I held out my hand. “Give it. Now.”

      She dropped her head. “My dad took it away after he found out the lab fire was my fault.” She clasped her hands. “I can go get my car and drive you down to the field or look for someone to unlock the door.”

      “That’ll take too long.” I ground the words out between clenched teeth, my jaw aching. “This was a step too far. Nobody is ever going to forget me showing up naked to the biggest game of my life.”

      My pulse hammered in my throat, fury drowning out everything else.

      “You wanted war, Erika?” I snarled. “Well, congratulations. You just got it.”
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        Josh: 29

        Erika: 28

      

        

      
        ERIKA

      

      

      

      “He left me what?” I choked, lungs flattening like I’d taken a punch I never saw coming.

      “Now, don’t panic, Erika.” Tom Perkins stared at me over the top of his reading glasses. They hid some of the deep lines around his eyes, but not the barely contained good-old-boy attitude that came from being one of the three senior lawyers in this rural North Carolina town.

      My lungs forced me to cough. A soft paw batted at my leg. I touched Tracker’s gray-flecked head, more to soothe him than me. My cattle dog was an empathetic creature clued in to my moods.

      “I’m not panicking.” My voice sounded squeakier than normal. Perhaps, I was freaking out a bit, which wasn’t normal for me. As an emergency veterinarian, I could handle staggering pet traumas that involved a lot of blood without losing it. Clients raging in my face or experiencing a mental breakdown over their pet’s condition were no problem. But this?

      I swallowed hard before speaking. “My dad and stepmom, whom I haven’t seen in a decade, are dead. As in gone, gone. You’re telling me I’m in charge of their three-year-old?” I gripped my hands together as if doing so might ground me in a world gone mad. “And…” I sucked in air. “My dad left behind a debt as high as my mortgage that I have to pay?”

      “Vinny is eight, really almost nine,” Tom said. “He has no other relatives from your father's side and none from your stepmother’s.”

      “None? There’s truly no one else?” I curled my fingers into the chair’s arms until they ached. Tracker shuffled around and plopped down on my toes. He wasn’t technically a “service dog,” despite what I told the receptionist, but he was close enough. There was no way I could leave him shivering in the car.

      “The will clearly states his guardianship goes to you.”

      “Me?” I let out a breath that felt too big for my chest. “I work overnight shifts in Pennsylvania. That’s a day away from here. Who’s going to sit up with him if he has a bad dream? Who’s there when I’m at work?” I shook my head slowly. “Kids cost a lot. Childcare, food… And the schools where I live—” I swallowed. “I can barely keep my own life afloat. I don’t know how to do this without failing him.”

      “Let me see if Evelyn can get you a water.” Tom rose from his rosewood desk. Like a good lawyer of my dad's generation, his blue button-down shirt was pressed. His slacks looked freshly dry cleaned. Even his belt looked polished.

      “I don’t need a water.” I wanted all of this to be a bad dream. Wake up. Wake up!

      “Are you sure? We have more details to go over.” He paused rounding his desk. “If you feel this is too much right now, we can review the rest tomorrow.”

      The condescending tone shot a bolt of oh-hell-no up my spine. I gritted out, “What else is there?”

      Tom’s chair groaned when his bulk eased into his seat. “The house goes to Vinny.”

      “He's five. What is he supposed to do with a house?”

      “He's eight. Eight.”

      “Got it. He’s eight. How does that work? Who pays for all the things that go with a house like electricity and insurance? I bet their house is on a water pump and a septic system. Who pays for repairs? What about taxes?”

      “That’s the responsibility of his guardian, which is now you. Your father didn’t have a lot in savings and even less in retirement.”

      “What about life insurance? Dad had to have had that.”

      Tom shook his head. “Now, Erika, we both know he wasn’t expecting to die like this. He did own the house outright.”

      “You’re saying he left me nothing to pay for all this.”

      “What money remains will be held in a trust for Vinny since it only amounts to a total of twelve thousand after fees and funeral expenses.” He glared over the top of his glasses again as if expecting me to lose it. The look added extra drama to his presentation, which is what this was. “As financial executor for your father’s estate, I will decide how to appropriate those funds. I think they need to remain in holding for Vinny’s schooling. We can start a savings account for college.”

      “Is he required to stay in Vision?”

      “That’s not specified.” Tom removed his glasses and massaged the bridge of his nose.

      “Can I sell the house?”

      “If you do, the proceeds will go into the trust for Vinny.”

      That was doable. At least I wasn't obligated to stay in the outdated farmhouse that sat on a plot of land in the middle of nowhere. I had no loyalty to the house. Dad purchased it after I left for college to take care of his new family, which he made clear didn’t include me.

      “That’s a fine piece of land your father owned. You might want to hold onto it. There are a few more things. There’s the matter of the veterinary clinic your father partially owned.”

      “What do you mean partially owned?” He started the clinic in Vision twenty-something years ago and had worked full-time ever since. Out here, somewhere between North Carolina's coast and the mountains, there was nothing but farmland and people trying to avoid poverty. I’d spent over half my life wishing to escape this town where everyone knew everyone else’s business. In Vision, the expectation was you attended either the Methodist or Baptist church on Sunday unless you were dying. You always bought your pumpkins and flowers at Finn’s Feed store. You brought a kickass home-baked item to both the spring and fall festivals in the park to be sold for charity, which was usually the local animal shelter or Mrs. Gibson’s Youth Leadership group out of the Baptist church. There was a lot of controversy over whether the place to grocery shop was the Piggly Wiggly or Food Lion, and that was not a discussion to start when at the only gas station in town which doubled as a diner. That place served as a social hangout for those out of work, not at work, or generally bored during the day.

      Before our bitter war, everyone thought Josh Hurst would pop the marriage question to me right after high school. No one asked me if I wanted to get married so young. It was assumed. We’d dated most of senior year until the Milly kiss incident. Dad didn’t say anything to counter the town's expectations of an impending engagement, even after we broke up. And by “town’s expectations”, I meant the expectations of the senior congregation at the Baptist church, which included Josh's extended family. What Dad's clients thought of him was far more important to him than my career plans or dreams. He hadn’t cared about my broken heart. All I got from him was bitter criticism for kicking Josh out of my life.

      Jerks, both of them.

      Maybe Josh had moved away. Doubtful, but it sure would be nice. My humiliation of him on that championship game day had made me a legend here in Vision. It was best for both of us if we never crossed paths again.

      Tom droned on about legal crap until I heard, “He sold half the clinic to Josh Hurst last year. That’s the debt I referred to earlier.”

      I choked on...I don't even know what, maybe my own spit. “How could he sell his clinic to Josh?” I coughed several times, but it did nothing to soothe the burn from swallowing wrong the first time. “You have to be a veterinarian to own a clinic in this state, right?”

      “Dr. Hurst is a veterinarian. He went local to State, unlike you, who went up north.”

      What level of hell had I entered?

      I resented the judgment in Tom’s tone. Virginia was hardly “up north,” but around here, going anywhere except North Carolina State was considered an offensive snub, especially for veterinary school.

      “He’s a veterinarian?” I squeaked out. How had I not known this? The Josh I remembered sucked at school and had little interest in science. Something must have changed.

      Why hadn't Dad said something?

      Granted, we hadn’t spoken much since I left. I had tried. He hadn’t.

      Dad treated my decision to attend college and vet school out of state as a personal betrayal, something he couldn’t quite forgive. But I remained certain his bitterness had less to do with geography and everything to do with Josh and me ending things. He’d always cared more about Josh than he did about me. Obviously, if he had taken him on as a partner.

      The leather creaked as Tom shifted in his chair. “The ownership part is complicated. Your father sold all shares of the clinic to Josh a year ago to settle his debts and pay off his mortgage. They arranged for him to buy back his half over the next few years. Each year he was to pay a percentage of his salary toward buying back his part of the clinic. I guess he figured he could mentor Dr. Hurst and have a solid retirement plan.” He leaned forward and took a sip of water from a whiskey glass—at least I thought it was water. “Since you showed no interest in returning home, he had to make plans.”

      Dad never asked me to be the prodigal child, to take over the family business. He never spoke to me after I left for college unless I called him, usually once a year on Christmas. I gritted my teeth and spoke through them. “Why is this my problem?”

      “He owes Josh several more years of payments.”

      “That was an agreement between the two of them, not me.” During a Christmas call a few years ago, Dad had mentioned—almost offhand—that he’d hired some new grad from State. I couldn’t remember a single detail about this mystery vet, which I later realized was intentional.

      Dad remarried when I started college. I never came back after the wedding. Watching how fast he moved on after Mom died of cancer when I was still in high school had hurt enough. What hurt more was how completely he’d moved on from me. He never checked in. Not once. Not during undergrad, not through vet school. No emails. No texts. Not even a postcard.

      I made the effort to do an annual holiday call. Without it, we never would have spoken.

      Tom said, “Your father put you as the second guarantor on the loan.”

      “What?” I think I yelled it. “I didn’t sign anything.”

      “Looks like your signature here.” He held up a poor-quality copy of a paper full of legalese. “He owed...well, now you owe Dr. Hurst $155,000 and some change.”

      Damn you, Dad, for screwing me over. “He forged it. That can’t be legally binding.”

      He compared the signature to another page I’d signed a few minutes ago. “Sure looks like your signature. Are you sure you didn’t forget you signed it?”

      “How would I forget signing away half of my father’s veterinary practice and making myself a responsible party for the debt?”

      “You’ll have to take it to court and argue your case in front of a judge. I’m not a contract attorney, but you can talk to Ben Tilghman up the street. He’s better at this sort of stuff. Of course, he probably wrote the buyout contract to begin with.”

      Oh Lordy, no. Not Ben Tilghman.

      Mr. Tilghman hated me after my eighth-grade rocket project accidentally set his mailbox on fire and burned down his fence. “No conflict of interest there.” I didn’t try to hide my sarcasm. “There’s got to be someone outside of town that can help me with this.”

      “I can ask around for you. Maybe there’s someone if you drive over to Raleigh?”

      Raleigh was a little over an hour away. Doable, but irritating. “I don’t have that kind of money sitting around.” I had that much in student loans and twice that in my own mortgage.

      The lawyer stared at me.

      I blinked back.

      “Can I sell the house to pay it off?” I asked.

      “As I already said, the house and land belong to Vinny, and he can’t make decisions on the proceeds until he's eighteen. That means the money from a sale would go into the trust for holding.” He cleared his throat. “Best if you speak to Josh about it. Maybe you two can work something out. You could work for him for a while. We sure do need a new farm vet in town.”

      Now I wished I’d agreed to get a bottle of water. “I’m not trained to do rural animal medicine.”

      He shrugged, the kind of indifference that made it clear this wasn’t his problem. “You need to pick up Vinny at the elementary school by four today. He’s in after-school care until then. I’ll have Evelyn prepare temporary legal guardian paperwork.”

      “Okay.” The word came out thin. “When I pick him up… What do I tell him? Where does he go tonight?”

      “He’s been staying with the neighbor, Darlene, for the past three nights. Very kind of her. She’s leaving tomorrow to be with her daughter in Charlotte. To see her first grandchild. She can’t keep him another night.”

      I dragged a hand down my face, forcing myself to breathe. “I don’t know how to do this. How do I handle talking to him about losing both his parents?”

      He gave me another not-my-problem shrug. “I assume he’ll go with you to Philadelphia. You either accept guardianship or the court will appoint someone else. I strongly advise against letting it reach that point.” He slid his glasses back on. “You also need to go to the funeral home tomorrow to make decisions about the service and burial. You know, flowers and such.”

      I hesitated, then asked, “Is there money set aside for the arrangements? I just want to make sure everything’s handled properly.”

      “Yes. The will specifies that savings and retirement accounts will cover the expenses.”

      That seemed oddly specific when there wasn’t much in savings.

      Dad being dead felt unreal. I expected him to jump into the room with a giant “Gotcha” at any moment.

      “They wanted to be buried, not cremated,” the lawyer droned on. “The plots were purchased many years ago. I already posted the obituary in the paper so people will know the memorial is taking place this Saturday. I contacted the Methodist minister who had time at three in the afternoon.”

      The rest of our meeting involved many signatures.

      On my way to the lawyer’s lobby a man called out, “Wait up, Erika.”

      I turned, expecting there to be another packet of papers needing a signature. A strikingly handsome man several inches taller than me, sun-kissed and stylish with dirty-blond hair, wore a perfectly tailored gray suit. He grinned and held out his arms for a hug.

      I did a double take. “Knox?”

      He pulled me into him and kissed me on the cheek. He smelled of the kind of aftershave that whispered of something luxurious and unforgettable. “You were supposed to text me when you got in.”

      “I’ve been busy,” I hedged with the lie because I wasn’t ready yet to see old friends.

      “We have to get drinks while you’re in town.”

      “Sure…yeah. We need to. I guess you never know when you might need a kissing date.” I tried to force myself to seem happy to see him, even though I had whiplash from my dad’s will.

      “I don’t need kissing dates anymore. This isn’t high school. Everyone knows I’m gay.” He’d almost been outted as a sophomore, before he was ready for everyone to know. Realizing someone was about to hurt him something awful all those years ago, I claimed we’d been making out on a date the night before. Periodically, Knox had continued to use me as a shield in school. And since graduation, he was the only person from town I kept up with.

      He said, “I’m so sorry about your parents. My offer to help you with whatever you need while you’re here stands. If you need a place to stay or an errand run, let me know.”

      “Thanks. This is a lot.” My phone rang. A sense of familiarity, almost but not quite relief, went through me to see the number. “I’ve got to take this. Can we talk later or get together for coffee? I’m sorry.” I rushed outside to answer, “Hi, Jay.”

      “How did it go with the lawyer, babe? Are you still coming back tomorrow? I’m having trouble finding fill-ins to cover your overnights.” Jay managed the huge veterinary specialty hospital where I worked. This was about him wanting to avoid actually working a shift as a vet. He despised doing overnight emergency medicine, which I always found odd for the one who oversaw all the veterinarians.

      “You don’t want me back because you miss me?”

      “Sure. Your side of the bed is cold.” In other words, we’d missed date night Tuesday. The weight of our relationship gave me the same feeling I'd had since arriving back in Vision. I wanted to run.

      “I’ve got some things to work out,” I said vaguely. “Their funeral is on Saturday. I need to stay until then.”

      “Saturday?” He exhaled hard into the phone, like I’d personally inconvenienced him. “That’s four nights. You didn’t ask me—you just decided.”

      “My father died. I have to.” I hated how defensive I sounded—and worse, how guilty, like I’d disappointed him. Didn’t I deserve at least a shred of sympathy for losing both my father and stepmother?

      “This is simple, Erika. You hire someone to clear out the house. You sell the clinic. You show up at the funeral or don’t. You’re not staying there, and we both know it. So who’s even going to notice if you aren’t around?”

      “They’ll notice,” I said flatly. I’d notice. Wasn’t a boyfriend supposed to offer to come with you to your father’s funeral?

      The truth pressed in, ugly and undeniable. Jay lived in my condo rent-free and treated my personal life like an inconvenience. I’d been waiting for the right moment to kick him out. Having him as my supervising vet made that harder.

      “I’ve been given guardianship of my eight-year-old brother.”

      “What? You’re not mother material.” His tone hurt.

      “What do you mean by that?” I stopped so abruptly on my walk to the car that Tracker ran into me. I whispered to him, “Sorry.”

      The dog gave me an offended glare.

      Jay continued as if he hadn’t heard me. “There’s got to be someone else to take the kid. Anyone else.”

      I wanted to sock Jay in the nose. “There’s only me.”

      “I don’t want kids when we’re married. We talked about this, and you agreed. That thing stays there. Maybe put him up for adoption?”

      He’s my brother. He’s family. “He’s a child, not a thing. I don’t recall ever talking about kids. Besides, marriage isn’t on the table.”

      “Of course it is. You’ll be on staff as an associate starting in a few months and we’ll get hitched next year.”

      My lungs locked up like they had earlier. “I don’t think so. We’ve only dated like four months.”

      “Seven months, babe.”

      Had it been that long? “Do you want to come here and help me sort this out?”

      “No.” He huffed like he couldn’t believe I asked it.

      “Isn’t that what almost-married people do?”

      “I don’t have time for your family shit. One of us has to work. Taxes are coming due for the clinic. The flu and COVID have taken out half the staff. It’s a nightmare. You’re so goddamned independent that even if I did show up, you’d make me miserable for bothering.”

      “How is my independence a problem for you?”

      “You made it clear you don’t need me there. I’ve tried to be a part of your life. I really have. I even moved in to try to be a part of it.” He went silent.

      He moved in a few months ago under the guise of convenience. Because he wanted us to spend more time together. But the truth revealed itself slowly, in the quiet creeping way rot spreads beneath floorboards. He wanted a vantage point. A command post. Somewhere he could watch me, monitor me, bend the shape of my days to his will.

      Control—over everything.

      I never questioned it at first. I was too worn down from the endless overnight shifts, too hollowed out to see what was happening right in front of me. Maybe too numb to care. While I worked myself raw just to keep my life afloat, Jay sat back, contributing nothing. Not a cent toward the bills. Not even after I confronted him about it a few weeks ago.

      He wouldn’t even buy his own groceries.

      He simply waited, expecting me to provide, to obey, to break.

      I hadn’t broken, at least I didn’t think so. I needed out. And here was my moment.

      I felt so relieved, and yet also like I was betraying him. Had he made me think like that?

      “Sorry,” he muttered, no apology in his voice. “You know I love you, babe. Just find someone to take the kid. Or put it in an orphanage or something.”

      “It? An orphanage? He’s my brother!” I yelled into the phone.

      There was a pause. “You know I’m joking. But you’re due back for your overnight on Sunday.” Jay’s tone darkened, each word sharpened to a blade’s edge as he dropped the boyfriend-act and spoke as my supervisor. “If you don’t show, you’ll lose your residency. It’s a three-year contract with limited absences allowed, in case you forgot. If you miss one more day, you’re out.”

      I could barely breathe, fearful of disappointing him and terrified I had to. I was just months away from finishing my residency, from being qualified to sit for the specialty exam. I couldn’t lose it all, not now.

      He remained silent. Expecting obedience.

      When I didn’t reply immediately, I heard the rage in his voice. “Don’t make this difficult. It’s a simple choice: family bullshit or your career. You decide whether you’re smart enough to keep what you’ve worked for.”
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      I pushed through the front door into what had been my playground growing up, Midstreet Veterinary Clinic. The stench hit me hard—a strange blend of deodorizer, microwaved Italian food, and wet dog. I switched to breathing through my mouth, a skill I’d mastered after years of dealing with truly awful smells.

      I hadn’t decided yet if I should outright kill Josh or chew him a new asshole. Maybe chew first and kill second? Prison sounded like a happy vacation from the new reality of my life.

      The barn-like vet hospital housed two sides. The left was a small animal clinic for dogs, cats, and assorted smaller pets. The right side was reserved for large animals like horses, goats, llamas, sheep, and cows. Usually, not pigs. Dad never liked working with them. Not treating pigs was odd since this part of the state was considered hog country, but Dad always said there were better vets out there to handle the hogs. The right side of the clinic served primarily as a mobile truck garage and the supply storage.

      Tracker stuck close to my side. Three years ago, a client surrendered him to me when he couldn’t pay to fix his fractured leg. I didn’t know I needed a dog until I spent six months helping him recover from surgery. One of my prouder moments as an ER vet had been fixing his complex fracture and seeing it heal.

      “Thank God, you’re here.” Marty Winters stood from behind the reception desk. She rushed around and pulled me into a hug I hadn’t realized I needed. She smelled of sugar cookies and hand sanitizer.

      “You haven’t aged a day since I left.” I smiled at her as I pulled away. “I missed you.”

      “You grew up, hon. I’m so sorry about your father. Bless his soul, he was a bright light here.” Her copper-red dyed hair and the wrinkle-free complexion she long ago credited to nightly cold-cream treatments kept her looking no more than her late forties, although she had to be in her early sixties by now. Somehow, in addition to managing the clinic and working as a receptionist, greeter, debt collector, and janitor for twenty years—maybe longer—this amazing woman also led the Ladies League at the Methodist church and sat on the Festival Board for the town. The Ladies League competed with the Women’s Society out of the Baptist church for Festival Board seats.

      Marty scooted behind the counter to flip through pages in a hand-written appointment book. This had to be one of the only practices in the state that didn’t use a computer for their appointments. “There’s a stuck cow up at the Sawyer farm. She’s been pushing all night and now she’s down.”

      “I’m sorry about the cow.” I picked at peeling paint on the reception desk counter, wondering why this was important.

      The décor of the waiting room hadn’t changed in two decades—the wood paneling, the spindle chairs, and the slightly off-blue paint on the walls. I think I saw a magazine that I might’ve read in my teens still in the magazine bin. They hadn’t even changed the photo of a cow with his tongue out that my dad found at a yard sale in the early nineties.

      “It’s Dr. Chomping’s day to do the farm calls, but since he’s no longer with us, God rest his soul, and Dr. Hurst is seeing dogs and cats today, you’re up. Dr. Hurst is fully booked all day. You remember how that goes, I'm sure.” Her tone implied I needed to do farm calls.

      “Whoa.” I held up my hands. “I’m here to talk out details with Josh…I mean, Dr. Hurst, and go home. Home as in Pennsylvania.”

      She pushed keys across the counter. “You remember how to get to the Sawyer farm?”

      I stared at the keys. “I don’t work here.”

      “The truck’s been sticky on the first startup of the day,” she continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “You have to pump the gas three or four times before turning it over. She only needed a jump twice this month.”

      “I haven’t touched a cow since vet school. That was years ago. I'm not licensed in NC.”

      “Yes, you are. Your dad kept your license up. He said you were moving back after graduation and even posted your license.”

      “What?” Sure, I might’ve taken the NC Board exam in a moment of insecurity triggered by doubt I’d get the internship I wanted, but I didn’t think I’d told him. Or maybe I did during our holiday call? “He kept my license current? How?”

      “You also pay a once-a-year privilege tax.” She opened the file drawer and pulled out a file folder labeled, “Licenses.” She held up a one-quarter sheet of paper that was a North Carolina medical license with my name and the current year.

      I squinted at it to make sure that was my name. Sure enough, Erika Chomping was written in bold along with the current year. If the man wasn’t already in his grave, I’d strangle him for getting me in debt to Josh-freaking-Hurst and somehow keeping my license current without my knowledge. If I did work here—and not saying it was happening…no, it most definitely wasn’t happening—I would have to sort out details with the NC Veterinary Board.

      “Mr. Sawyer’s threatening to hook the cow up to the tractor if you don’t get down there. You remember the last time he did that when you were a kid, don’t you?”

      I covered my eyes, guilt tugging hard at my chest. I remembered too well. The calf had come out with a shattered hip. It never got a chance at life. I also hadn’t forgotten the February wind cutting through bone and the mud sucking at boots like it wanted to swallow me whole.

      No one could pay me enough to relive that.

      “Your dog can ride in the truck,” Marty said gently. “There are coveralls and boots in the back. We keep a spare set for an assistant. Julie is on maternity leave, so it’ll just be you and whoever Mr. Sawyer ropes into helping.” She hesitated, then gave me that soft, pleading look she saved for emergencies. “I really need you right now, Erika.”

      I swallowed hard, forcing myself to look at her, not the situation, not the cow, not my own dread. Marty looked worn down in a way that had nothing to do with today. She had to be missing Dad. They’d built this clinic together for over twenty years. She was its backbone now, whether she wanted to be or not.

      “Okay,” I said quietly. “I’ll do my best. But I have to get Vinny from school this afternoon.”

      “Oh, hon, you’ll be done well before then. It’s only ten-thirty. If not, give me a buzz here at the clinic and I’ll run over to school and get him.”

      I grabbed the keys, then paused at the door, nerves buzzing like static under my skin. “You can tell Dr. Hurst I expect fill-in pay,” I added, trying for levity and landing somewhere near bravado. “Pennsylvania rates.”

      Her eyebrows lifted, amused despite everything.

      “I’m serious,” I said, then sighed. “Mostly.”

      Marty gave me a tired and grateful smile that was enough to get me moving.
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        * * *

      

      I hadn’t pulled a calf in about five years—not since my senior year of vet school—and I’d never done it alone. My internship and residency had both been focused on dog and cat emergency medicine. Cows were one species I’d deliberately chosen not to treat.

      Reason number one I elected to stay far away from farm medicine was the weather. I hugged myself against the blistering wind and spitting rain when I got out of the truck.

      Bless the veterinarians that chose this life on purpose. Today wasn’t just cold—it was a vicious, biting chill that robbed my fingers and toes of feeling within minutes, and made my skin curl inward like it was trying to save itself. Daggone North Carolina crazy weather. It was mid-February and supposed to be springtime.

      The rain meant I’d be covered in manure-mud splatter from face to foot by the end of this. Sure, we were under “cover.” The walk-in area was little more than a lean-to with a piece of holey metal lined by a ditch overflowing with manure-soaked water. The straw they’d spread well after the cow went down had long ago turned into a soupy slop.

      Tracker found the only dry spot on the far edge of the walk-in area where he settled and glared betrayal at me. Like a proper city dog, he didn’t like rain or mud. Perhaps, I should’ve left him in the truck.

      A man called out, “Look what the cat dragged in. You’re looking beautiful as ever, Erika.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and double blinked. “Drew, is that you?”

      “Yes, ma'am… Or should I say Doc?” He winked at me.

      Drew had put on about a hundred pounds of muscle since high school, probably from hauling everything on a farm day in and day out. He wore gray coveralls and a baseball cap with a tractor insignia. His blue eyes held the same kindness I remembered from kindergarten, when he helped me mop up a spilled juice box during snack time. That easy, relaxed confidence of his hadn’t changed either—the kind that made people feel comfortable and somehow happier just being near him.

      “I’m sorry we’re not up at the main barn, but this was as far as we could get her to move once she started.” He cleared his throat and asked gently, “Are you sure you got this?”

      I glanced up at him while thinking, “No, I'm not sure I’ve got this.” The tiniest bit of doubt crept in that maybe I wasn’t strong enough. Maybe I wasn’t experienced enough.

      However, his tone ignited my need to show him I could do this.

      I remembered how to do this. I'd been on more calls with my dad to pull calves as a kid than I could remember.

      I didn’t do doubt when it came to my job. I got it done. I gritted out, “I’m good.”

      “You let me know when you need me to pull,” Drew offered. “Usually, the other vets have it hooked up and the whole business over within an hour.” He'd moved in close to me, which made me feel petite, even though I was five-foot-seven. He asked, “Where is Josh? I mean, Dr. Hurst?”

      “Apparently, he's busy.” I hadn’t meant for that to sound snarky, but it had.

      “It sure is weird to call him Doctor even though he’s been at it a few years. He was such a screwup in high school.”

      “Total screwup,” I muttered.

      “Now, you, on the other hand? You were smart as all get out. I always knew you’d turn out a few initials after your name.”

      “You think you can find us some fresh, dry straw to put behind the cow and wherever we’ve got muddy muck?” I put on a plastic sleeve that covered my right arm from hand to shoulder, something I thought I'd never have to do again. I knelt behind the cow and examined the calf internally. The calf was almost in the forward position. That meant I should be able to get both shoulders and head into the pelvic canal. Then, it should be deliverable.

      After Drew arranged some straw to give me a bit of padding from the mud, I

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Zoe Forward
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Zoe Forward


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cantshootwhiskey_cover_6x9.jpg
First love
never forgets.
Even when they
become enemies.





OEBPS/images/depositphotos_49857301_s.jpg
=2,







