
Tangled in Ivy

By Bastille Winters

Copyright 2019 Bastille Winters

All rights reserved.

First Edition

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

Make contact with Bastille at BastilleWinters.com

License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal pleasure only, and shouldn’t be re-sold or given away to other people. If you’d like to share this story with someone else, please purchase a copy for each reader. If you’re reading this book and didn’t purchase it, or it wasn’t purchased for your use only, please return to your favorite online retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the...hard...work of this author.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Acknowledgments

Also by Bastille Winters! | Raven Lake Summer

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgments


[image: ]


As always, I have the most supportive husband in the world. He makes me food, encourages me to write, and brags about me to everyone. I love you, darling, you keep all of the fires alive.

A big thanks to my editor, Jared Carew, whose regular reminders that he exists keep me from being without a fresh manuscript for too long.

Carter’s tennis shoes sloshed audibly as he passed through the muddy field in the center of campus, but he was already so thoroughly soaked from the thick mist, he wasn’t bothered. No, what was really bothering him was how lonely he was the moment he set foot here.

He veered back onto the sidewalk to pass a few small gaggles of students, other early birds who’d come back a few days before winter quarter classes started. No one made eye contact or even mumbled hello. Not that he expected it—two and a half years of this, and he was used to the cold shoulders thanks to the locals’ chilly attitude towards outsiders.

It still stung, though, especially in contrast. He’d just come back from Mississippi, visiting for the holidays and everything that entailed: a month in the Samuels’ household with his mother, his sisters, and their raucous aunts. He even missed Ivan’s enthusiastic if ill-placed kisses, no matter how much he pretended to dislike his aunts’ Australian shepherd.

With Ivan on his mind, Carter dragged his feet off the sidewalk and back into the grass—then he pulled up short in a deep mud puddle as he found himself mesmerized by the scene before him.

The dog could have been Ivan’s littermate, so similar were their builds and markings. The lithe creature streaked from where its human stood under the commemorative arch to the end of the loop and back again, tennis ball in tow, glowing in the light from the streetlamps.

But it was the human who had now, suddenly, grabbed all of Carter’s attention.

Every time she flung the ball, some of her long, dark hair exploded free of the ponytail she kept pulling it back into, and she would chuckle to herself at the sight of her dog bounding away. Her whole body dipped slightly to the right when she brought her weight down on that foot, giving her a dancer-like presence even when she was standing in place.

Carter pushed away the indecent thought he almost had and realized he was staring—just as she turned around, tucking her stray hairs behind her ear.

He couldn’t move, because she’d abandoned her backpack and was coming towards him, a sweetly quizzical look on her fine-boned features. Her sharp gaze pinned him in place, so tightly Carter almost stopped breathing. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to hear her name in her own voice.

“Hi, there,” she called as she reached him. “You need something? I’m allowed to run my dog here, as long as I clean up her shit. Oh, I’m Ivy, by the way.” She had the faintest accent, her Ys gently morphing into Js.

Wish granted.

Carter hadn’t lost his words this badly since Gretchen in second grade. His tongue stuck stubbornly to the roof of his mouth. Ivy stopped within arm’s-length of him and put her hands on her hips.

Carter had to force himself not to stare at her hips or her hands.

“Eh? Is this about Pinocchia?”

“No, no... I’m sorry.” Carter found his tongue and an apology on the tip of it. “I was taking a shortcut to Rushdie Hall. You—”

He registered the logo on the red t-shirt Ivy was wearing and tiny fireworks went off in his head.

“You, oh my God, are wearing a Legitimate Inlet shirt.”

The way Ivy lit up made Carter’s knees weak. He clung to the strength granted him by the sight of his favorite band’s logo, and somehow stayed upright in the mud puddle in which he was still standing.

The dog, presumably Pinocchia, came up fast, huffing around a dripping tennis ball. Ivy spun to ruffle the dog between the ears, laughing and breaking out a delightfully off-key singing voice: “‘Worship me, you godless heathens!’”

Carter clapped his hand to his heart—partly for dramatic effect, but partly because his heart really was about to beat out of his chest. A year and a half at Elk River Community College, and Ivy, the Legitimate Inlet fan, was the first human who wasn’t tenured who’d given him more than a second glance or cursory small-talk.

It was too good to be true. Normally, he’d have found the resolve to shuffle off and reject this woman before she could reject him. But he really, really didn’t want to take his usual way out.

“Before you go quoting any more of my favorite lyrics at me, you should know: my name’s Carter and I’m a CS major. In case any of that changes your mind about having this conversation.” Goddammit, he swore at his self-sabotaging nature, me and my damn fool tongue.

Ivy raised an eyebrow from where she was squatting beside Pinocchia, and Carter felt like she’d shrunk him a good two feet. That would make them about even, he registered with a faint smile.

“I’m an IT manager at Emergent Solutions. Pays the bills while I get enough certifications to try for a design management career,” Ivy said, burying her fingers in Pinocchia’s dark chest fur. “That’s my cover story, anyway, and I’m sticking to it.”

“Let me guess. Secretly a spy with an axe to grind against Elk River’s faculty?” Funny, Carter thought, I’m more comfortable when she’s cut me down a bit.

Ivy chuckled evilly. “I wish. I actually am all of that for real, with a secret additional agenda of having no clue what I am doing with my life.”

“Very good! Same here. Clearly charted path before me, and no idea if I want to be on it.” Carter shifted his feet, and he and Ivy and Pinocchia all looked down at the squelching sound his shoes made. “‘Whole world right in front of me, someone handed me the key, still don’t know what I should be,’” he quoted with mock moroseness.

Ivy’s wild laugh rang out and she stood up, crossing the distance between them in one easy step. She gently patted Carter’s cheek with the flat of her hand. Carter gulped as he was reminded of their height difference in an altogether intimate way.

“You’re alright, Carter.” She pursed her lips, and her eyes twinkled like streetlights off the mist. “I’ve been taking classes here on and off for a year now, and you’re the first person I’ve worked up the give-a-fuck to talk to who didn’t immediately make me regret it by being a creeper. Though, let me just tell you right now, if you like my ass or whatever, don’t beat around the bush, just tell me. This girl enjoys a heartfelt compliment.”

“I like your ass,” Carter blurted.

“Ahh-haa, I thought as much.” Ivy wrinkled her nose with a smile. “Say, I don’t mean to look like I am running away after you admit you are attracted to me, but I am gonna be late for my registration appointment if I do not leave now.” She tapped her nose. “If we run into each other again, I will buy you coffee. ‘Cross my heart, a hopeful try.’”

Carter’s heart was in his throat, and he was keenly aware of how wet his socks were. But though he usually took such promises as blatant lies of politeness, the invocation of Legitimate Inlet’s most romantic song cast a spell on him.

He believed her.

“OK,” he said, tapping his own nose—and then, on a whim, he reached out and tapped Ivy’s nose very gently. He was rewarded with a startled but heartfelt giggle. “Next time I see you, then.”

She grinned at him, then whirled with a whistle that brought Pinocchia running to her side, and hurried back to her bag. Her swinging gait suddenly made sense, and Carter sprang towards Ivy with a surge of guilt. Somehow he hadn’t noticed she was limping.

“Hey, can I help you with your bag?” he called.

Ivy froze, and her shoulders tensed in a way that made Carter lose all his belief in her promise of coffee.

“What? Why? Because of my limp? I am not hurt, asshole.”

Carter felt like she’d punched him in the gut. Everything he thought of to say died on his lips; none of it seemed right. He managed a strange combination of a nod and a salute, cleared his throat, and shuffled off in the direction of Rushdie Hall.

His sisters’ voices roared in his head: What kind of a jerk are you? Anita in all of her big sister wisdom, obviously. You’ll never get the women you want with your attitude. That would be Kameron.

The pre-Ivy loneliness, which Carter hadn’t noticed retreating in her presence, settled back over him like a fog.
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Mama Samuels had a few things to say when he called her, the moment he got out of his wet socks and made sure his roommate Eduardo wasn’t coming back any time soon.

“Car, listen, honey, you need to get over yourself.”

“Mama!”

“Don’t ‘Mama’ me. She just wanted you to know, you have to take her seriously for exactly who she be. And you have to trust if she needs something, she’ll ask.”

It was good advice, and settled Carter’s churning guts. Fortified by his mother’s wisdom, coupled with some gentle teasing from Anita and Kameron, he slung his messenger bag over his shoulder and set off for the registration event in the auditorium in Collett Hall.

The detour for the phone call had made him a few minutes late, and the lines were already very long. Carter slotted himself behind two blonde girls and their dark-haired male friend, who kept giving Carter glances that said, quite plainly, back the hell off. The girls wouldn’t stop regaling each other with drinking stories; Carter was more than happy to leave some space between their gesticulating arms and his bag.
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