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CHAPTER ONE
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PAISLEY

“Happy birthday, sweetheart,” my dad says, carefully placing a cake in front of me. His eyes are twinkling with joy, probably because he didn’t think he’d be able to say those words to me ever again.

There are twenty lit candles. Twenty. 

But I’m only sixteen...

No, twenty is right.

I close my eyes, hoping to mask my panic and make it appear like I’m making a wish. My doctors are impressed with my recovery, I’ve managed to shake off the lingering depression that came with losing a little over three years of my life, and I’ve learned to face the many things that changed while I was in a coma. 

On any other day, I can accept that I missed three years. But I’ve been dreading my birthday; I knew it would be difficult. If it wouldn’t have worried my dad, I’d have pretended to be sick and stayed in bed all day today. 

A hand gently touches my back. “Everything okay, Paisley?” Dad asks hesitantly. 

Luckily, even on my worst days when I want to give up, I’m the queen of conjuring positive feelings. “It’s a really long wish.” 

Because I hate lying, I make a quick wish and blow out the candles: I wish I could hear the man’s voice again. This wish is the only thought that’s given me genuinely warm, happy feelings all day. 

I don’t let myself think any more about him, because there are days when I would do anything to hear his voice again. My coma was filled with equal parts emptiness and dreams. Some of the dreams were real. They were an incorporation of the conversations happening around me. But him? Was he real?

My dad, Aunt Melinda, and cousin, Casey, all clap for me and I finally look at them. 

“Twenty,” Aunt Mel says, sounding wistful. She tucks her hair behind her ears. She stopped dying it while I was in a coma, and that’s one of the changes I can get behind. Her hair has turned a naturally pale gray that is almost lavender. Dad’s is also turning that color, although some of the brown is still holding strong. “I remember when you were two. The way you toddled after Casey...” 

Casey groans. “This had better not end up as a dirty diaper story.” 

“What makes you think that?” Aunt Mel asks, cheeks reddening. 

“Because it’s obviously going to be one. They are always with you.” 

My dad chuckles, pulling the cake toward himself to cut it. He and Aunt Mel have always been close, despite their eight-year age gap. “It’s true, Mel. Even our childhood stories always end up with a soiled diaper.”

Mel, my uncle, and Casey have lived next door since I was in middle school. Casey recently graduated from college a semester early and moved back to Collette. He’s been living with his parents since it’s impossible to buy a house right now. 

Since I woke up, Casey has been my only real friend. The few friends I had in high school started their lives elsewhere. Who wants to be friends with a girl who has to relearn everything? 

“So, what have you two got planned?” Dad asks Casey and me.

“We’re going to go—” I start, but Casey interrupts me and finishes with, “—to a movie.”

Why is he lying? 

Dad is protective and all, but who wouldn’t be after their only child was injured and in a coma? Before the coma, he had rules, but they were always up for discussion because he trusted me to make good choices, and I did everything I could not to break that trust. 

Also, Casey’s twenty-two, so his parents can’t exactly tell him what to do.

“That will be fun,” Dad says, passing Mel and me slices of cake. “Is Cameron going with you?” Dad is a very expressive man, which is good because he’s a preacher and people love him for it. You always know what he’s feeling and you feel it too. That’s why it’s obvious he’s trying to be nonchalant and failing miserably. 

I take a bite of the cake and nearly moan. Food does taste better after a near-death experience. I get myself under control and shake my head. “He’s working tonight.” 

Dad does his best to school his expression, while Mel doesn’t bother to hide her annoyance. “He’s working on your birthday?”

“It’s okay, I promise. He has college to pay for,” I explain, using the same excuse Cameron gave me.

“Honey, he’s your boyfriend. It’s not okay. This is your first birthday since you woke up,” Mel argues gently. 

“Here you go,” Dad awkwardly interjects, handing a slice to Casey. As if that’ll be enough to sidetrack the conversation. 

“I’m the one who wants to take things slow,” I tell her. “He’s not even officially my boyfriend...” 

Cameron was my boyfriend before the coma, something I was unbelievably giddy of at the time. I didn’t think I deserved him. I mean, I was the preacher’s shy daughter who blushed too much and preferred books to people. When I woke up, he immediately wanted to go back to calling me his girlfriend, but I wasn’t ready for the things that came with a mature, adult relationship with him, so I asked if we could take our time. 

Aunt Mel frowns. “I just think you can do better than him. He barely...”

“Mel,” Dad warns. “Now’s not the time.”

Aunt Mel blows her bangs out of her eyes. “Fine. I’m sorry, Paisley. You know I think of you as my own, so I’m always liable to go into mama bear mode.”

“I appreciate that,” I tell her. 

“Speaking of which, this is from Uncle Butler, Casey, and I,” she says and passes me a small box in flowery pink wrapping paper.

I take it from her, grinning. “You didn’t have to.”

“Of course, I did.” Her eyes glow as I carefully unwrap the gift. “It’s probably a little old-fashioned.” 

“That’s my aesthetic,” I joke. I open the box to reveal a silver bracelet with an elegant charm hanging from it that says 20. I lift it out and hold it to the light, which makes it sparkle. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” I turn to Casey, since he’s already finished eating. “Put it on?”

“I was thinking you could use it to mark your milestones since you came back to us. You’re going to accomplish so much with this second chance, and you should have a keepsake for it,” Mel explains.

“That’s so thoughtful,” I murmur. Casey finally figures out the clasp and puts it on my wrist. I lift my arm, admiring the bracelet. Accomplishments...second chances...milestones... I’m lucky. Around four years ago, I was in a car wreck that should’ve killed me. My life was put on hold. For three years, my family prayed I would wake up, worried I wouldn’t. I lost one-thousand and ninety-five days, plus this last year recovering. Even if it’s confusing at times, I’m thankful. So lucky. A miracle. 

The man’s voice echoes in my ears again, making me shiver. 

Are you going to be my miracle girl? 

I give Casey a sideways glance as we take the five-minute drive into town. “Why did you lie?” I ask. 

He winces. “I’m horrible, I know. But I didn’t want to deal with their questions. The party we’re going to...” He glances over at me and shrugs. “Not exactly a place our parents would be thrilled about us going to. The party is legendary, both in good ways and in bad. The guy who throws them, J.D., is a tattoo artist.”

I chew on my bottom lip. That J.D. I haven’t met him or seen him, but there are some ladies at church who are clutching their pearls over him—the tattoos, the piercings, his mouth. “Maybe we should change our plans?” But then I remember why we’re coming to this party in the first place. “No, this is your chance with Leah. We can do this.”

Casey and Leah have been dancing around dating each other for the last few months. The problem is while Casey and Leah are both pretty friendly and sociable people, they’re painfully awkward around each other. The last time Casey tried to ask her out, he accidentally dumped his drink down her shirt. Tonight, I’m hoping the stars will align for them. I mean, she invited him to the party and nothing catastrophic happened. 

He gives me a nervous smile. “Taking one for the team. Thank you, Paisley.”

“You can do this,” I assure him. 

“Yeah, let’s hope. You know, I’m morbidly excited to go to this party. This J.D. guy is single-handedly infuriating townspeople.” He holds up three fingers and puts one down for each point he makes, “The Whitley’s daughter got pregnant at one of the parties and had no way of contacting her one-night stand. The Turners found marijuana, which was allegedly bought at a party, in their son’s underwear drawer. The Emersons’ daughter decided she wanted to change her major from pre-med to women and gender studies.”

“Oh, the horror,” I deadpan to the last point. 

“Might as well be the end of the world,” he agrees.

“Aren’t those all their choices, not J.D.’s?”

Casey shrugs. When we come to a stop at the light just before town, he sighs. “Sorry about Mom back there. She has opinions and her favorite hobby is sharing them.”

“It didn’t bother me. I can see how my and Cameron’s relationship looks from the outside. But I honestly don’t want anything more right now. I’m fine with the way things are.”

He gives me a side-eyed look that makes me wonder what Casey thinks. He was really good friends with Cameron in high school, which is how I fell onto Cameron’s radar in the first place. When I asked if they still hung out occasionally, Casey said they’d gone their separate ways. 

Everyone’s biggest criticism with Cameron is he was the one driving that night. I don’t remember anything that happened during the day leading up to the crash, but my dad did give me the police report. Cameron wasn’t drinking or on anything—he was speeding and happened to take a blind curve too fast. Cameron was luckier than me. He only had a few broken ribs and a sprained wrist. 

In my opinion, it’s all very black and white. There’s no need to add gray to the canvas. So what if he was speeding? Even my rule-following father speeds. It wasn’t like he was going that fast either—he said just ten over. It’s not fair to blame him, especially when I can see the turmoil in his eyes whenever he looks at me. 

That turmoil is another reason why I’m not ready to get too serious with Cameron yet. Is he with me because he feels guilty? And, if not, why does he want to be with me? There are plenty of other interested and willing women.

As we start driving again and enter the business district, Casey struggles to find a parking space because it’s so busy. A group of people walk in front of the car, laughing, some already stumbling. They look college-age, if not a little older. They merge with another group, heading into a bar literally named The Bar. 

“Can you hear Granna, too?” Casey jokes. “Where are their coats? There’s a chill in the air tonight.”

His impression of our Granna’s nicotine-laden voice makes me laugh. “To which one of us would say: ‘Granna, it’s sixty-five degrees out.’”

“I look forward to the day when I need a sweater in ninety-degree weather.” 

“You ready to head in?”

I summon my courage. “Let’s do this.”

We get out and trail behind a group I recognize from high school, which is always weird because for them it’s been a few years, whereas for me it feels like it might have been yesterday. I still have nightmares about Geometry and remembering my locker combination, whereas they’re worrying about college courses and full-time jobs. Heck, some of them already have families. 

The Bar is filled to the brim with patrons who are trying to be heard over a live band. Nobody seems to notice the steady stream of people who are heading straight from the bar’s entrance to a set of stairs, which must lead up to the party in the above apartment. 

Casey’s hand protectively slips into mine, pulling me close so neither of us gets swallowed up in the crowd or trampled. Before long, the sea of people leads us up the stairs and empties us into a surprisingly large apartment, which is rustically furnished with dark woods and accents. I somehow expected the place to look more like Party City threw up. This is surprisingly...normal. 

The room is filled with laughter, loud conversations, drinking, and dancing. 

I’d be lying if I said I’m not fascinated by the scene. I never went to any of the parties in high school—even the ones Cameron attended and tried to get me to go to. I knew they couldn’t be the G-rated parties my dad would approve of and the last thing I wanted to do was destroy his well-earned trust by sneaking out. But now...well, I wish I would have attended at least one. If I’d known I was going to be in a coma for three years, I would’ve chased more experiences, even if they were ones I said “never again” to.

Something tells me this party is a little racier than any usual party because Casey’s in a fraternity and even he looks shocked. 

“Do you see her?” Casey asks over the loud music once we’re no longer in the throes of the crowd. 

“Maybe she’s not here yet?” I call back. “There’s so many people here.” 

“You’re telling me.” 

I continue scanning the crowd before I finally spot her at the opposite end of the room. Leah’s eyes meet mine, then she quickly looks away and giggles with her friends. “I found her, Casey! And I think she and her friends are excited to see you here.” 

“Really?” he demands, bending around me to get a view. The group of women waves at him and Casey sheepishly faces me again. He looks less like an adult man and more like a sixth-grader with a new crush. “What do I do?” 

“Go talk to her,” I say encouragingly, giving him a little shove. 

He frowns. “What about you? I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone.” 

“I’ll find somewhere quiet to wait,” I tell him. “I’ll follow the rules. No drinking from any cups, don’t go into any rooms with men...” 

“And if you need me, call. I’ll keep my phone in my hand,” he tells me. 

“Okay. I’ll be fine, I promise,” I reassure him. He looks over again at Leah, who’s now motioning for him to meet her over by a bowl of chips. “Go. You’ve got a girl to woo.” 

He blushes, but begins making his way through the crowd. I grin because I have a good feeling about this.

I crane my neck and look for somewhere else to go. There’s a door that looks like it might lead to some sort of a deck. I glance over at Casey—he’s already talking to Leah. Both their faces are the same shade of red, but they’re laughing

He’s got this, I tell myself and start toward the door. It takes me a while to make my way through the crowd because I wait for people to move and apologize to everyone I bump into. 

By the time I get outside, my face is hot and the cool air is welcome. I shut the door behind me and lean against it. 

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” I sigh, fanning myself. That was a lot of work. 

Someone chuckles.

The hairs stand up on the back of my neck. 

I’m not alone. 

I turn slowly to find a pair of haunting eyes staring back at me. One green, one blue, both vibrant. I’ve never seen someone with eyes like that—it’s both unsettling and like a siren’s call, beckoning me forward. But with sirens, there’s always a shipwreck, isn’t there? And this man... he screams peril ahead. 

He’s sitting on a half-wall, his back against the brick of the building. No, not sitting. Lounging. As if one false move won’t send him falling toward the concrete two and a half stories below. There’s a paperback resting on one thigh and a steaming mug on his other, held by a strong, tattooed hand. A blue star flower rests in the book, stem tucked away in the seam. His white-blond hair is cut short on the sides, and long on the top in a pompadour style, and he’s wearing a leather jacket and jeans.

He’s easily the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, but it’s his mouth that takes me aback. His lips are turned up in a smirk, like he’s caught his very own canary. That smile alone is something the older church ladies would likely deem sinful. It’s definitely... devilish.

He’s all confidence and charisma. 

“S-sorry, I didn’t realize anyone was out here,” I manage. 

His eyes become hooded as his gaze roams over me. No one—not even Cameron—has ever looked at me so closely that it feels as if my blood will boil in my veins. I’m not dressed like any of the other girls at the party. Not just because some of them are showing a lot of skin, but they’re fashionable. Me? I settled for my usual style, which looks as if I was peeled off the cover of a 1950s cookbook. I’m wearing a short-sleeved cream sweater tucked into a pair of high-waisted, teal corduroy capris. I’ve even got a headband on. I belong in a supermarket searching the aisles for cream of mushroom and Jell-O, not here. 

“I’m willing to share my balcony of solitude with a lady in need,” he tells me in a voice that rolls over me like the sunrise on a chilly morning. Warm. Comforting. It takes on a rumbling tone as he murmurs, “Little bird.” 

My heart tumbles in my chest. That voice. 

This is the man from my dreams. 

Impossible. Maybe my ears are searching for it because I wished for it earlier. Because I needed to hear his voice again today of all days. 

But he sounds just like the man. And to call me that... little bird. That was what he would call me. It would conjure up dreams of breaking free of my cage and letting my wings carry me high, high, higher until I flew straight into his warmth. 

Except he wasn’t real, was he? Someone would have told me by now if I had a visitor who wasn’t my family or Cameron. Especially if it was this man. He’s anything but inconspicuous. 

“It’s pretty packed in there,” I finally say, forcing the thoughts away. “I barely managed to get out alive.”

“Why do you think I’m out here?” He brings the mug to his lips and takes a drink. The smell of coffee wafts through the air. “You’re not the typical miscreant to haunt this place. Tell me why you’re here.”

There’s a gleam in his eyes that makes me think I’m on some sort of a stage and he’s bought a ticket to my one-woman show. I’m amusing him. 

“Because Casey wanted to,” I answer dumbly, as if he knows who Casey is.

“Girls tend to go out of their comfort zones for one another, yeah.”

“Casey’s a guy.”

“Oh.” He rests his coffee back on his thigh and scratches his chin. “More than a friend, then?”

“Sure, he’s my best friend.”

His eyes twinkle. “You’re playing with me. All right, is he here for someone?”

For some reason, I smile. I tap my forefinger against my nose, signaling that he won his little game of twenty questions.

He chuckles. “I like you, Little Bird. You interest me.”

That nickname does things to me. Confuses me. But I also want to hear him call me by my name. Did the dream man call me Paisley? “My name’s Paisley,” I tell him. 

“Paisley,” he repeats and for some reason, my name sounds different coming from him. Like he’s savoring it, making my name his own. “Pretty. Not exactly better than Little Bird, I’d say.”

I fight another smile. “I guess it’ll have to do.”

He suddenly grows serious. His lips form a tight line and he looks out into the woods behind the businesses on Collette’s main street. “Never settle for anything less than what you deserve, Paisley.”

Okay. Strangely profound. He is one-hundred percent an example of not judging a book by its cover.

When he looks at me again, he’s back to smiling. “You’re hot.”

“What?” I somehow want to crawl underneath one of the various mismatched plastic chairs on the balcony and leap into his arms at the same time. “I’m sorry?”

“Your face.”

“Oh.” I bring my hands up and cup my cheeks. They’re on fire. “It was a workout to get outside.”

“It always is.”

“Do you come here often?” I take a hesitant step forward, then another and another until I’m still standing a good distance away from him, but I can lean against the same half-wall.

“Of all the gin joints,” he says with a laugh. “Are you trying to pick me up?”

“What? No!” I practically yell, horrified. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. Geez, I’m sorry—”

“Don’t apologize. I’m messing with you, Pais. No, I’m the regular Gatsby here.” He holds up his book and I can finally read the title, The Great Gatsby. “Puts me in the mood to read this whenever I’m hosting and don’t feel like actually hosting.”

“This is your place?” I squeak. He’s the famous J.D. Pritchard? 

“So long as you’re not my lover’s husband here to shoot me, yeah.” He salutes me with the book. “J.D. Pritchard, for your pleasure. You can call me Pritch, as most do.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say and salute him back. A draft tickles my arm when I drop it and I shiver, suddenly cold. “I should probably be heading in.”

“No. Stay. Here, come hold me and I’ll keep you warm.” He winks at me and heat spreads across my cheeks again. A small part of me really wants to take him up on the offer, but Cameron’s face flickers through my mind. 

Before I can do anything stupid, Pritch shifts out of his leather jacket. He’s got a black sweatshirt underneath with the words Harvard Alum written across the front, which is just another strange piece to the puzzle I’m already realizing is J.D. Pritchard. “Take this. Though I feel more like I should be offering you a letterman jacket. You sure you didn’t get lost on your way home from 1950?”

I stifle a giggle as I take the jacket. “I’m sure.” I slip it on and am immediately enveloped by warmth. I fight the urge to bury my nose in it when a comforting smell hits my nostrils. It smells like the coffee he was drinking and pipe tobacco, even though there isn’t a pipe in sight. “Thank you.”

“Chivalry isn’t dead, you know?” His face turns serious again, but his brow pulls, almost like he’s confused. “Looks better on you than it does on me.”

“Thank you,” I repeat. I’m not sure if I’m actually thanking him for the compliment or if I’m repeating the phrase because he’s stunned me speechless. 

The expression disappears and he chuckles. “Hey, baby, this is where you’re supposed to say, ‘Oh no, Pritch, you’re the cat’s meow,’ or whatever it is you sock hop people say.” 

“I don’t talk like that.”

“Sure, you don’t,” he says. “So, your friend—he talking to the girl? Or guy, we didn’t specify.”

“Girl. And yes. When I left, they looked like they were laughing.”

“Good. Say, if they get married, do you think I’ll get invited to their wedding?”

“Trust me, you’re getting ahead of yourself. It’s taken a while for them to finally meet up. Besides, I don’t think anyone knows that you’re hosting this party. Wouldn’t they be out here, if they did?”

“But they sure know my address pretty well considering how many people showed up.”

“Fine, I’ll make sure your wedding invitation comes by mail.”

“You know me, Pais. You can just show up on my doorstep. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

My eyes widen. What I wouldn’t give to be friends with this man. Even if he’s not the man I think he is, he seems like the type of person to brighten your life. I doubt any day with him is ordinary.

He takes my silence for rejection. “C’mon, don’t be that way. We can’t break up now.”

I blush. “We’re not dating.”

“Friends can break up, too. That sort of shit happens, right? I mean, how else do friendships end?”

“I think they just end.”

“Huh.” He genuinely seems to consider this. All at once, he sets the coffee and book down, then slides off the wall and walks closer to me. His nearness makes me feel lightheaded, my knees weak. I have to steady my breathing and focus on staying upright. 

“I really do like you, Pais.”

There he goes again, saying Pais. No one’s ever shortened down my name before, but I kind of like it. It sounds close, like he’s known me longer than just this night. “I like you, too, Pritch.”

“No, that doesn’t count. A lot of people like me, except for the ones I intimidate and even they—and there’s a lot—still like me. What’s important here is that I like you. That you interest me.”

I giggle. “Is it hard carrying around that ego of yours?”

He bumps into me slightly. He turns to look at me, wearing a huge grin. His white teeth are all perfect and straight, but almost wolfish with the canines extra sharp. There’s something disarming about him and it’s not just that he reads books instead of attending his own parties. 

“So, what do you say: friends?”

I shake my head, but find myself answering, “Friends.”

The door opens and Casey steps out, relief washing over his face. “There you are.” 

He surveys me from head to toe, as if to make sure I’m intact. I’m used to that from him, his parents, and my dad. Once he’s convinced I’m okay, his attention moves to Pritch. His eyes widen and he fidgets. 

“Did you walk away with a date on the books?” Pritch asks him. 

Casey blinks a few times, looking between us. 

“Did you get the girl?” Pritch reiterates. 

“We’ve got a date next Saturday... Paisley, is everything okay?”

I nod, probably a little too vehemently. “We’ve been talking.”

“Starting a friendship that will span centuries. Probably be in the history books. Wars will be fought over it, peace treaties signed in our honor,” Pritch adds matter-of-factly. 

Casey doesn’t look like he knows how to respond. After a minute, he gives up entirely and turns toward me. “We should be heading home soon.” 

I check my phone for time. It hasn’t been that long. Definitely not the length of a movie. But when his eyes drift back to Pritch, I realize he wants to extricate me from the situation.

Even though I don’t really want to, I nod. I wish I could stand here and listen to Pritch’s voice. I want to match it to the voice from my memory and see if they align. I want to ask if we’ve ever met before, if he ever visited me or passed my room at the hospital. 

What if I do and he says he doesn’t know me? And what will he think of me, the girl who woke up feeling fifteen in a nineteen-year-old body? Why does it even matter what he would think? He’s a stranger. 

Something like disappointment flashes across Pritch’s face, but it’s gone so fast I wonder if I imagined it. “I expect to see you again, Little Bird.” I start to shrug out of his jacket, but he stops me with a shake of the head before he reaches out to put it back to rights. His fingers linger on the collar. “A reason for you to visit me again.” 

Looking up at him, I feel myself being pulled into his torrent, kaleidoscope eyes and I realize this odd, surprising, jarring moment has also been the most normal and wonderful one I’ve had since I woke up. 

Forgetting Casey’s there, I breathe, “It’s my birthday.”

“Did you make a wish?” he asks. 

I nod. 

“I hope it comes true. Happy birthday, Little Bird.” 

“That was weird,” Casey says when we’re in the car. He lets out a long breath before finally pulling out of our parking space to head home. “Who was that?” 

“It was him,” I answer, which isn’t an answer at all. I think I’m trying to compare his voice to the one echoing in my memory. But now, all I can hear is Pritch’s. “The host of the party, I mean. J.D—he goes by Pritch.”

Casey swallows. “And he was... okay with you?” 

I laugh. “He’s a little... brash and disconcerting, but overall, he was nice to talk to.”

“Nice,” Casey repeats. “Only you would use that word to describe someone who looks and acts like that.” He shakes his head, genuinely amused. “Sorry if I interrupted you guys. I just worry about you, and he was the last person I imagined finding you with. It caught me off guard and the protective instinct kicked in.”

“I understand. I appreciate how much you care.” It’s the truth, although that doesn’t mean I don’t wish he would’ve reacted differently. Then I would’ve had more time with Pritch. 

“Think you’ll see him again?” 

I purse my lips. “I don’t know.” The drive is silent for a while before I gather the courage to ask, “Casey, do you know who all visited me while I was in the hospital?” 

“Just family, mainly.”

“And Cameron,” I add. 

“Yeah.” 

“No one else?”

“Not that I can think of. Why?”

Maybe the man with the voice never existed. I fight the urge to sink further into the passenger seat. “No reason.” 

When we get to his home, he parks in his driveway and we both get out. His house is still lit up, but mine is dark. Dad probably went to bed early so waking up for church would be easier. 

“You have a date with Leah?” I ask, remembering what he said. 

He grins. “I do.”

“Do you know what you’ll do yet?” 

He deflates. “Haven’t thought that far ahead. Asking was hard enough.”

“I’ll send you some ideas,” I assure him and give him a hug. “I’m proud of you. I’m so excited to hear how things go.” 

“You and me both.”

We part ways, and I slip quietly into the house. I’m thankful my dad isn’t awake because I realize I still have the leather jacket on and I’m not willing to take it off. Which is how I find myself falling asleep with it on, embraced by a warmth I haven’t felt since I woke up. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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PRITCH

Four Years Ago

The old bat was dying. 

“Jerome, we do not speak that way.” 

I could hear the chastising cluck of her tongue, see the fervent shake of her sharply angled face, and smell her bitter, antiseptic scent that wasn’t any different than the hospital hallways I was making my way through now. 

We might not, but I did. 

The news was expected, but it still came with a blow. Sort of like every belittling comment she made toward me throughout her guardianship prior to when I got emancipated at sixteen. She was a horrible grandmother, but she fed me, paid for my shit, and made sure I had opportunities. Even if her voice was the one I heard whenever I thought too critically of myself, I was also where I was because of her. 

Not that she was the least bit supportive of the man I’d turned out to be. Hell, she hated that I had earned two Harvard degrees and only used them as decorations in my office at the tattoo parlor I owned. But, you know what? That made me even prouder of my accomplishments. A middle finger to the old woman was the best kind of vindication. 

Still, I never thought she’d die. Definitely never would have guessed that she liked or trusted me enough to be her medical power of attorney. I was a smart guy, but I was also a man in a long line of Pritchards. We all had a thing about death. We liked it. Welcomed it, even. 

Thankfully, the doctors were straight forward about her current situation. Since her stroke the previous week, she’d had several mini strokes that put her in a vegetative state. There was no brain activity. She was just a ninety-two-year-old body preserved by machines and medicine. 

I knew the right choice, but I needed time. I didn’t sign a DNR, hoping she might take the option out of my hands. 

I came to a stop in the middle of a hallway, needing a breather. Things had been going well. My business was thriving, I’d gotten into a routine, my medicine seemed to finally be working... but this... this was fucking with my brain. It brought up memories I didn’t want to revisit. Dark thoughts I’d fought to keep at bay. 

The night before, I found myself dusting off my dad’s old journal to read his doomed thoughts. Those thoughts reverberated in my head today in my voice. 

“The fucking Pritchard Family Curse,” I muttered, gritting my teeth. 

I looked around, trying to figure out where I’d wandered off to. 

Something caught my eye. Someone. 

I didn’t know why I found myself moving into her room, but the next thing I knew, I was standing beside the bed of a girl who might as well have been one of the porcelain dolls my grandmother collected. Only this girl’s eyes were closed, not black and following my movements or waiting to steal my soul. 

The girl’s brown hair was fanned over the pillow, looking soft as silk. Her pink lips were in a small, natural curve as if she was smiling. Except she wasn’t, because she was very much not here. She was Sleeping Beauty. I never gave much interest to fairy tales—I preferred the darker, twisted stories they were derived from. Yet this girl... she was the type you believe in happy-ever-afters for. 

“Where’s your prince to kiss you awake?” I asked, then smirked. One, because I knew she wouldn’t answer. Two, because I preferred to think she didn’t need a prince. She’d slay the evil witch and wake up all on her own. 

Not giving a damn about privacy, I reached for the clipboard beside her bed. I needed to know who she was. It was as forceful an urge as anything else I’d ever needed. Maybe more. 

Paisley Kelley. Sixteen. In a coma for one month. 

“What happened to you?” I asked. 

Without thinking, I slipped my hand into hers. She was a small thing, especially in a hospital bed that swallowed her whole. She reminded me of the finches that would stand in the trees on my grandmother’s estate. Dainty, guileless creatures who, to anyone else, would have blended in with their surroundings, but I saw them. I was captivated by them. I wanted to know their secrets. They never told me. Something told me this little bird wouldn’t either. 

If I drew her, would each pencil scratch lead me closer to understanding her?

The truth was, I could barely handle my own secrets. I didn’t need hers. 

“Sir,” an older woman said from the doorway. “Visiting hours are almost over.” 

I looked back at her, not missing the judgmental tint to her eyes. “Sure, yeah. I’ll leave.”

She made a noise and walked away. 

I leaned into Paisley, holding her hand, and swiped her bangs away from her face. “I hope you wake up, little bird. Someday I want to pass you living your life and see your eyes opened. I’ll bet they’re fucking gems.” 

****
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Present Day: Two Months Later

“You’re here again?” Cain grumbles as he passes by me to kiss his fiancée, Max, on the cheek. 

“I can’t help it that Max invited me over for dinner. She’s too good of a cook to turn down,” I tell him. “And you know I’m the highlight of your day. You fucking adore me. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have asked me to be your best man.”

“Groomsman,” Cain corrects. 

I wave a hand. “Semantics.”

Max shakes her head, desperately trying to hide a smile. “Here’s your dinner. I kept it warm.”

“Sorry, I’m late, peaches,” Cain apologizes, uncovering his plate of steak, a baked potato, and broccoli. “Jessa had to take Beau to a doctor’s appointment, and it ran over.”

“You sure they weren’t just going at it like bunnies in the car?” I ask, eating a forkful of the coconut cream pie Max made for dessert. 

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that,” he mumbles.

I shrug. “Trust me, when I lived with them... the things I saw and heard...” I pretend to shiver. “Thank God you two have a garage apartment. I’d gauge my ears with a rusty spoon if I heard the two of you bumpin’ uglies.”

“And you like this guy?” Cain asks Max, wincing. 

Max nods happily. God bless her. She’s some kind of a woman. My overlord of a grandmother always told me I have a penchant for obsessive behavior. As much as I hate to admit the hag was right, she was. Max was an obsession because she smiled at me prettily, talked to me like I was normal, and genuinely seemed to care about me. Not many people have done any of those things. Then again, I’ve purposefully surrounded myself with surly personalities, debauchery, and callousness. Life is easier that way. More enjoyable, too. If you don’t have any attachments, fewer people will miss you when you’re gone. 

And unfortunately, I’ve got the family curse swinging above my head a la The Pit and the Pendulum. 

A month ago, a fire destroyed the apartment I lived in with my best friend, Beau, and his girl, Jessa. Evidently, Beau’s Dad wasn’t just an abusive son of a bitch, but an amateur arsonist with a grudge. Since I had nowhere to live, Max offered for me to stay in her and Cain’s newly remodeled garage apartment. Cain had no choice but to agree, albeit kicking and screaming. What can I say? We’ve got a love/hate relationship. 

I could’ve bought my own place, but I decided to relocate the tattoo parlor I own to Collette. I originally bought the parlor when I was twenty, using my inheritance. At the time, there was no open real estate here in Collette and, even if there was, I wasn’t interested in spending the type of money it’d cost to own and operate a business here—not when I didn’t know if it would be successful. Thank fuck it was. The inheritance was well spent. So much so I was able to buy a storefront across from Maxie’s, remodel it, and hire a couple of new employees. There was no way in hell I was going to buy a house at the same time all of that chaos was happening. 

Besides, even if I wanted to, Beau would’ve hog tied me and forced me to choose one or the other. The man—with good reason—sees me as the mother of all motherfucking bombs. Too much stimulation of any kind and I’m likely to explode. 

Cain’s phone makes a noise and he glances down at it, squinting. “Either of you know anyone who drives a blue Fiesta?”

“Not that I know of,” Max says.

“People don’t visit me. I visit them,” I state.

Cain’s frown deepens. “Well, they’re getting out of the car and heading toward your place.”

“Pastor Kelley’s daughter!” Max exclaims, snapping her fingers. “I saw her in town driving a blue car the other day. Why would she be here?”

“And to see Pritch?” Cain mumbles. He gives me a dark look. “You aren’t leading her on, are you? Shit, you didn’t knock her up, did you?”

“What have I ever done to lead you to believe I’m an asshole? I’ve treated Max and Jessa with nothing but respect.”

“Last week I heard you tell Max and I quote, ‘Your tits should be in a museum,’” Cain provides. So maybe we lean more toward hate/strongly-dislike on a good day. 

“She asked me what I thought of the shirt she was wearing and I thought, what would I say if I was her female best friend? That’s what I came up with. You were flattered, weren’t you, Max?”

“I’m choosing not to answer you,” Max answers. “Do you want your pie wrapped up?”

“Leave it for later. It’s going to go straight to my ass,” I say, waving her off as I stand up. “See you both later.”

I let myself out the back door and take the sidewalk to my apartment. 

Paisley has already ascended the steps and is standing on the porch, fidgeting.

Little Bird.

Something otherworldly arrests my heart as I come to a halt and stare up at her. 

There’s no other way to describe her other than lovely. She’s the type of woman so pure and innocent, she’d accidentally break hearts and cause all kinds of chaos in classic novels. The type that makes my hands yearn to capture her features in my sketchbook and tattoo her everywhere on my body. 

Damn, no wonder why I get called crazy. 

Unlike the last time I saw her, she’s dressed more modern instead of like a 1950s sitcom star. Shame. Her espresso-colored hair falls in waves to her shoulders, with bangs framing either side of her face. Her lips are naturally thick and the color of strawberries. She’s wearing clothing just as chaste as at the party—capri jeans with a cream blouse tucked in.

Other than allowing myself to pass by her room when I learned she’d woken up, I never thought I’d see her awake, let alone have the chance to hold a conversation with her. It was one thing to spend time with her while she was in the coma, another now that she can actually interact. She’s too good for the likes of me. The challenges she’s faced... she doesn’t need to add me to her list. 

The truth is, I grew attached to her in the three years I visited her. So attached, I never once mentioned her to Beau because I didn’t want him to read too much into it. Watching Paisley fight day in and out to remain alive—to start living again—it made me want to fight, too. 

And when she happened upon me during one of my parties, I knew I was a goner. Once again, my grandmother had been right about my obsessive personality, because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her and looking for her around town. It’s been a knockdown, drag out fight not to hunt down her address and visit her. 

At that party, my thoughts were dark. But she lit them right up—lit me up—like a torch in a cave. Fuck, I wanted to follow her to safety. Still do. 

She doesn’t notice me because she’s too busy staring at the leather jacket in her hands—the one I let her borrow—and she’s mumbling something to it with a too-cheery grin on her face. 

“Hi, I’m Paisley. I met you on your balcony a few weeks ago during one of your parties. You probably don’t remember me because I’m a church mouse who blends in better than a wallflower... No, no, no.” Her face falls. “How do I do this?”

“I definitely remember you,” I say, causing her to jump. 

She looks down the stairs and at me. Color blossoms on her cheeks as she pulls her lip between her teeth and straightens her shoulders. “You do?”

If only you knew just how much time we’ve spent together. Then you’d know how unforgettable you are. 

I climb the stairs until I’m next to her. “You want to come in?” 

She blinks rapidly, looking from me to the door and back again, weighing her options. “Okay.”

She follows in behind me and looks around the apartment, clearly surprised by the furnishings. You can definitely tell I’m renting this place. It looks nothing like the apartment I shared with Beau. Instead, there’s feminine touches, lots of pops of color, and a cohesiveness that goes beyond my expertise as an artist. This is why I tattoo bodies, rather than picking out pillows and knickknacks. 

“Looks like a HGTV show straight out of hell, doesn’t it?” I ask. 

“I like it,” she tells me. 

“Max is a pretty damn talented woman.” The conversation ends and Paisley stares at the floor, absently. Guess it’s up to me. “As great of a conversationalist as I am and even better company, you don’t strike me as the type to show up somewhere just to say hi.” 

“You’re right,” she says, holding the jacket out to me. “I wanted to return this. Sorry I’ve kept it for so long. I did stop by your place, but I lost my courage. Then the fire happened and I didn’t want to bother you.”

“Keep it,” I say, waving her off. “I’ve got plenty of others just like it.” 

I’m surprised when she doesn’t argue. Instead, she presses it against her chest and offers me a small smile. I’d venture to say she didn’t actually want to return it. “Thank you. It’s more comfortable than I would have expected.”

For once in my life, I keep my words to myself. “You want a cup of coffee?” 

“Do you always drink coffee at night?” 

I squint. “Huh?”

“You were drinking coffee on the night of your party, too.”

I scratch the back of my neck. “I do my best work at night. Besides, I don’t sleep well. Give me some credit, though, I do switch over to decaf around eleven.”

She looks like she doesn’t know if she should believe me or not. “I’m one of those people who require at least a solid ten hours of sleep, so none for me. Thank you.” 

I start my coffee maker, then lean against the countertop, taking Paisley in. Damn, it messes with my brain to see her eyes. I spent more time than I’ll ever admit wondering what color they would be. Eventually, I decided they’d be somewhere between green and brown, and I was right. But I wasn’t prepared for the way they would shift between the colors, even while we’re just standing here. It reminds me of the leaves changing seasons. 

She transfers her weight to her other foot and clasps her hands behind her back. Her face is pale as she chews on her bottom lip. 

“Everything okay?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. 

“Yes,” she answers, then shakes her head. “No. I’m not sure. I have a question I’d like to ask you, but it’s weird and probably crazy.”

“Crazy happens to be my specialty,” I tell her, which causes her to relax a little bit. My coffee maker beeps and I quickly pour myself a mug. 

Paisley tucks her hair behind her ears, revealing the small scar I’ve all but memorized. It’s a thin pale line, running along her hairline from her forehead to her temple. Over time, I watched as it went from red to barely noticeable. It’s one of the few pieces of evidence that she went through something traumatic. Another is her small frame. She was a teenager when I first saw her and, while she’s become curvier since waking up, she still looks fragile. Caught somewhere between a girl and a woman. 

“Have we met before?” she finally asks, voice shaking. “Before the party, I mean?”

All I can do is stare into her hopeful eyes. When was the last time I was speechless? Never. 

“Like I said—crazy. I was in the hospital for a long time and there’s something about you... your voice... “ 

As
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