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To everyone who has ever felt lost while searching for their true self,
To the hearts that have struggled to put themselves first,
And to the souls brave enough to love authentically,
This story is for you.



CHAPTER 1
BRIELLE
IF HOPE WERE A PHYSICAL thing, something to hold tightly on cold December nights, it would come in the shape of soft tiny fingers, expressive hazelnut eyes, and a little button nose scattered with auburn freckles.
After all of his silence, I wonder if he thinks of Emmalee. I wonder if he ever hears another six-year-old’s laugh and looks twice because that subtle, high-pitched giggle reminds him his DNA courses through a small, fragile body somewhere.
I wonder if he cares.
“Brielle?” Her soft voice pierces through my thoughts, bringing me back to the present, a place I’d rather not dwell in right now.
Suddenly aware of Dr. Raleigh’s presence, I look up. Her aqua-lined eyes are narrowed, cocoa-colored eyebrows pulled into an indistinguishable straight line. Her lips aren’t pursed, they’re slightly slack. Open with what, I’m not sure. I don’t know why she always looks at me like that when I get lost, but I’m happy her voice is always the road home.
“Mhm,” I murmur, hoping it will be enough to allow me to drift away just a little while longer.
In a desperate attempt to avoid her gaze, I focus my attention back out the window. The skyline is full of stark buildings, mountainous spires, and obsidian-colored structures poking through misty shadows. A hazy sheen blankets each peak, the early-morning sky hidden beneath the melting sun. Only the Manhattan Bridge grounds me in the fact that I’m not actually floating on a cloud. But that would be a kinder reality—on a cloud with no past, no future, and nothing lived through to require this very conversation.
“Brielle?” Dr. Raleigh’s steady voice prompts again.
She pulls her long, dark hair across one shoulder, and I swear I almost see a little patch of buzzed hair beneath those glossy locks. Shifting in her seat, she lays her clipboard and pen on the coffee table between us. Leaning forward just slightly, she unbuttons her tailored suit jacket—there’s no way an outfit can wrap around someone like that unless it was made specifically for them—and uncrosses her legs.
“I’m here,” I reassure her because that’s what she’s really worried about: how far I dissociate when the memories flood back like a tsunami taking no prisoners.
“I know you’re physically present.” She pauses. The comforting smile seems forced onto her lips. “But are you emotionally here right now?”
“Yes,” I lie, tucking my sweaty palms into the edge of my open green flannel.
I don’t know why I still lie to her. To her, I’m a mirror, ricocheting each dark secret, each hidden thought, right into her perfectly manicured hands. I know she should see through my mistruths. It’s her job as my therapist—or psychologist or whatever they’re called now—but I’m still not used to the vulnerability of it, the sheer transparency of having all my hopes and dreams and desires and nightmares laid out before another person.
It didn’t work so well last time.
I’m questioning more and more why I keep my appointments with Dr. Raleigh, why I pay a babysitter, why I catch one bus just to hop on the subway and sit on the questionably sticky bench and then walk six blocks to this office for a mere hour discussion.
I just want that moment of clarity, that aha feeling off in the distance covered by a rolling morning fog. I want the silence that should follow. I want the understanding to seep so deeply into my pores that it bursts through my being with the force of a wrecking ball.
But here I am three months later, willing to have the same conversations all over again with this woman, no closer to understanding where my life is going. I’m no closer to understanding how it takes twenty-one days to break a habit but it’s been two years and his words still course through my veins, weighing me down like puddled concrete.
There’s just something about Dr. Raleigh. She’s calming, like the stillness of evergreen pine needles after a rainstorm. Her voice is the sound of wind off in the distance as it tumbles through miles of wavering aspen. She’s the ocean, pushing me just slightly before pulling me back. Even during our first session, I felt comfortable in her presence. When I sit here and we don’t talk about much at all, I still feel better.
Maybe if I stopped lying—or withholding, depending on how you look at it—maybe if I finally told her everything, I wouldn’t feel so stuck in a past I’d rather run from. Maybe if I stopped holding it all in, I wouldn’t be sitting on the same olive-green leather sofa months later, with a lighter wallet, no closer to answering why I can’t love a man who should be perfect for me. No, who is perfect for me.
“Actually, no,” I admit. A puff of air escapes from my lips, and my chest suddenly feels lighter.
Dr. Raleigh looks up at me, her eyes wider than I’ve ever seen them. She continues to gaze at me, that sweet smile tugging one corner of her mouth sympathetically.
“Okay.” She exhales the word, and I can see the relief of my honesty painted across her face. “Can we talk about that?”
“Talk about what?” Frustration weeps through the dewy window and onto my skin, tainting my words before they leave my mouth. “The fact that this is probably our twentieth session and I feel like I’m even further away from where we started? That I’m still with a man I’m too broken to be able to love like he deserves? That nothing has changed? Because at this point, I think I’ve accepted that this is just how it’s going to be. This is what I’m left with.” I sigh, once again lost in the vista outside the window, in the potential to be anywhere other than living the life I’ve been given. “I’m tired of talking about all that.”
Dr. Raleigh keeps her gaze on me for a moment, as if studying how far the fissure cracked this time. Slowly, she looks down into her lap and scribbles something into her notebook. That’s honestly the worst part of all this—the fact that all of my tremulous words are written in perfect cursive writing, tucked away to a place any prying eyes can find if they try hard enough, and not released to the wind to disappear in search of a safehold.
“It’s been a while”—she smiles, changing the subject—“since you made your last appointment.”
She pulls her hair across the other shoulder, waiting for my chapped lips to explain why. Her navy blazer is tucked beneath her sides, and a white satin blouse peeks between. She uncrosses her legs again, this time leaning just slightly to the left as I look into those striking blue eyes.
“I thought—” I stop talking, unsure if I’m really willing to break down the iron gate between us. But I am. I really am. I’m tired of bearing this all on my own. “I hoped that maybe if I had some distance, everything would fall into place, that maybe if I just got out of my own head, I could love Charles. And I know you’re going to say I do love him.” Searching for the best way to describe the feeling within, I continue. “But I don’t love him like he deserves. Not without caution, without care.”
I lose my nerve. Abruptly, I’m absorbed into the sound of the cool morning wind beating against the towering windows, my mind completely blank. She sees it. Her expression changes momentarily, a subtle glint of worry flashing by.
“Is that all love is? Devotion without caution or care?” She probes carefully, her voice curious but not accusatory. “What do you think Charles deserves?”
I could have blurted out a thousand adjectives for the type of person Charles deserves. I’ve never met anyone as genuinely kind as him. He’s charismatic—with that gleaming smile and signature blue polo—winning over even my usually weary sister, Joan, within minutes of meeting her. He didn’t even complain when she dragged him to see the new Barbie comedy with matching pink jumpsuits at the ready.
He’s so gentle with Emmalee. He’s never raised his voice once, not even when she spilled chocolate milk all over his new suit as soon as he walked through the door. It was five in the morning, and he was already late for a grueling twelve-hour flight filled with nothing but turbulence and screaming newborns. He should have been angry, furious with her too-tiny, uncoordinated hands. Malcolm would have been.
But Charles is nothing like Malcolm. He’s so sweet, so patient, so caring, so…so everything. He’s everything
I’ve ever wanted, everything I wished Malcolm was. Everything Malcolm tricked me into thinking he was when I first met him but instead was an alcoholic man-child masquerading as my husband.
“Charles deserves,” I start but quickly recede into the dark corners of my consciousness. Visions of Malcolm flicker so violently in my mind. All I can see are snarling white teeth, sweat beading on his maroon face, and the sound of his gravelly voice screaming in my ears. “You’re not good enough, Brielle. You’re lucky I love you.”
“Brielle.” Dr. Raleigh cocks her head to the side, examining me.
His voice fades from my ears and hers inhabits every available space within my head, and I’m so relieved. I take in her posture—her casual yet professional demeanor—her foot, hidden beneath black heels, gently tapping the air as it hangs over her other leg. Locking my gaze with hers, I’m not sure what I see in those oval pools. It should be a solemn pity for the fool sitting in front of her—the fool who allowed a man to completely shatter her before finally walking away.
I’m probably overthinking her movements, her thoughts. Maybe she’s just thankful that my last novel sold well enough for me to continue paying her regardless of the progress, or lack of, that I’m making here.
“I’m sorry,” I breathe out. I can do this. I can finally drop my shield; it’s always been too heavy to carry on my own. “Charles deserves someone who can pull themselves from their bed to make him breakfast on the days he has early mornings, instead of sinking deeper into the sheets as her child sleeps one door over.” I stop a moment because the way my voice begins to tremble scares me. “He deserves someone”—I swallow the doubt gurgling in my throat—“who will go to him, no matter how far, no matter how foreign the place. He deserves a woman who can open her heart fully. He has so much to give, and it is simply being wasted on me.”
Beneath her intense gaze, I freeze.
No, I’m not frozen. My skin is leaden putty, weighing me down so forcefully, so unforgivingly, I’m certain it will pull me between the cracks and into the marble tile. Maybe I will sink into oblivion if I just succumb to that feeling. Maybe falling would wipe this pain away.
“The fact that I can’t love him as he loves me breaks me every single day.” I wait for her usually comforting reflections, but they don’t come. “Charles is the type of man women dream about.”
“How so?”
“Because he just is.” Shrugging, I don’t know how else to explain it. “He’s so smart and successful. He’s always so soft, like he’s afraid I might crumble beneath his touch. And he’s handsome. Damn, is he handsome.”
Dr. Raleigh smiles at me from across the room, giving me the confidence to continue.
“He’s the type of man”—I stop speaking, realizing the meaning of what will be spoken from my lips next—“the type of man I once dreamed about, everything I once wanted.”
“But not anymore?” Her brows arch toward the cool, white ceiling, and I can’t fight the exasperated sigh leaving my mouth.
Everything seems to finally be falling into place in my life, but I somehow still feel lost. It doesn’t matter that I’ve finally found a good man, one that I wasn’t afraid to tell that I came as a packaged deal. It doesn’t matter that my books are finally doing well, that I have a house with a library. Some days when I wake up to his smile, I feel like I’ve woken up in the wrong reality. I feel empty. In the pit of my stomach, I know something is wrong.
I want to tell her that I’m not even the shell of the person I was then, that I don’t recognize the person I see in the mirror anymore. Every single day, I feel hollow, so empty that I’m afraid a paper cut will disintegrate the very fabric of my being and I’ll dissolve into rain-puddled paper mache.
“No,” I say evenly because even thinking those thoughts requires more strength than I have to muster in one day.
She usually presses further. She usually asks me why, how, who, even though she already knows the answer to all three: Malcolm. Why can’t Charles touch my bare body without shudders rolling off me? Malcolm. Why does Charles’s breath on my neck give me goose bumps so fierce that each are painful needles to my legs? Malcolm. Why do I hold Emmalee so closely, so carefully? Malcolm.
Today she doesn’t. She looks at me—that subtle tilt of her head, that sympathetic pull of her mouth—and doesn’t avert her eyes. I watch her take me in. Suddenly, boiling hot tears are beating against my eyelids. Heat flashes through my entire body, lighting my ears on fire. I don’t have to look to know that anxious sapphire-colored splotches are painted across my chest. As those tears flood my blurry eyes, she watches me break.
Even though she can’t reach across this room and hold me while whispering that everything will be okay, her eyes do. They wrap my heart in a cocoon, one that finally cracks the last fortress I painstakingly built.
I stifle the lava threatening to lurch into my throat, ignoring the burning in my lungs as I open my mouth to breathe. Despite every attempt to push those vagabond tears back to whatever cold, dark corner they crept from, they don’t dissipate.
Reaching across the coffee table for the tissues with outstretched nail-bitten fingers, I pull one from the box and press it forcefully onto my eyes. My vision goes black from the pressure, and starlight consumes everything. Tiny specks of red glitter float along the landscape of my sight.
Gripping the damp tissue in my hands, I take another deep breath. I’ve never cried in front of anyone. Not a single tear. Not for my mother when she passed two Octobers ago. Not when I felt bones break as I hit the floor after Malcolm’s throw. Not in front of Emmalee when the darkness spread too far. No one. Never.
A shudder rolls up my spine, gripping my shoulders. I’m so tired of holding it all in. I can’t do it alone anymore.
I glance over to where Dr. Raleigh was sitting just moments ago, but the brown leather chair is empty. Then I feel warmth spread across my clenched hand in my lap. Unconsciously, I loosen my grip on the flannel. With one subtle tilt of my head, I meet her gaze.
She’s never done that before, never crossed the invisible line in the tile from her place to mine. We haven’t so much as shook hands, but this simple little gesture feels like a Band-Aid to my cracking heart.
She keeps her hand on mine as she says, “I know it doesn’t seem like you’ve made progress the last three months, but you have. I’m so proud of you, Brielle.” Her voice is so soft, so sweet, that I almost break again at the words.
She looks down at her hand on mine. It’s warm compared to the chill radiating from within me. With pursed lips, she looks like she’s fighting words she doesn’t want to let out, and I’m afraid she won’t say anything else.
“The last couple of months,” she says hesitantly, “you’ve talked about Charles as if you don’t deserve him.” She looks up and meets my tear-stained eyes again. “Brielle, he’s been what you’ve deserved from the very beginning. Just because someone in your past didn’t see your worth, it doesn’t make you worthless.” Her voice slowly trails off, and then her attention is pulled toward the door.
Instinctively, I look at the clock that’s usually ticking to identify the session time. It has to have been an hour already. I must have wasted enough of her time. The clock’s amber face is dark, turned off at some point between her being in that chair and appearing next to me. How long did I have that tissue pressed against my eyes, and how loud was the static in my ears for me not to have heard any of it?
My gaze lands back on Dr. Raleigh, an invisible game of tug-of-war beneath her stiff expression. I watch as her rosy lips part slightly and then close again. The words are on the tip of her tongue, but for some reason, they’re lost to her.
“What Malcolm did,” she finally says, hurt seeming to underline each word. “What he did to you, what he put you through, you didn’t deserve. Brielle, you didn’t deserve any of it. The fact that you are here in my office, that you continue to fight every day for Emmalee, is a testament to your strength. You lived in his world for so long, you don’t remember anything that existed before.”
She stops talking, waiting for me to say something, but I’m mute. It’s as if I have a dictionary in my pocket, but I’m on a faraway island with no land in sight, only a foreign language ringing in my ears.
“You know me,” she continues, despite my distance. “Usually, I would ask you question after question to help you come to this realization on your own, but I just want you to know that you don’t live in that world anymore, and you never have to again.”
Her words soak into me like August rain drizzling on a warm sidewalk. I still don’t want to believe it because if all of that is true, then why did it happen? Why did I have to be so broken, so utterly fragmented, for it all to finally stop?
“If Charles is perfect for you, we’ll take baby steps toward healing so you can work toward the life you want. If Charles is perfect, just not perfect for you, we can work with that too. Whatever you want, whatever you think, we’ll get through it together.”
“Sometimes, it feels like Malcolm was a lifetime ago.” I gulp. “But I sometimes wake to his face haunting my dreams, and it feels so real. There are days when I swear I can still taste his whiskey on my lips. I’ve tried—every session—I’ve tried to release the grip he has on my life.”
“With post-traumatic stress disorder, the need to cope with the past doesn’t just stop one day. As we’ve talked about before, there’s no timeline for when you’ll feel more like yourself again. You experienced something most people can’t even imagine. It’s going to take time for you to heal before you fully feel safe with someone again—even when that someone is as special as you describe Charles to be. Even though you don’t think you’re deserving of it right now, you are worthy of the love others give you.” She smiles at me, that soft hand still holding me in place.
And I believe her. I don’t think I have ever believed anyone more than I do her right at this very moment.
“Thank you.” I place my hand gently over hers, and that’s when it clicks that our skin is touching.
Dr. Raleigh looks down at my touch, her eyes lingering just seconds too long. Then she removes her arm from my space, separating herself by sliding mere inches away. She takes a brief glance at the clock’s blank face. She looks back toward me, her shiny hair tucked behind her ears.
“I’m sure our time is up,” I say quietly.
“Don’t worry about that.”
She stands in one motion and swiftly moves around the coffee table, skirting past the overgrown areca palm tree perched on the side to take her usual seat across the whitewashed room. Everything seems normal again with her being in her place of authority, with a direct view to my every fidget and expression.
“Do you want to stay a little while longer?” she asks. “You could tell me about what happened this week.”
Yes. Yes, I do. I want her to help me deconstruct it all, so it doesn’t feel so big—a balloon expanding in my already fracturing chest—but I don’t want her to have the onus of listening.
It still doesn’t sit well with me that I pay someone to listen to my problems, but the fact is I do. With Emmalee, I’ve let too many friends go. I had to make sure there was the space and time for her to grow with all the love and attention she could want. So I pay a fantastic therapist to listen to me unload my baggage. She probably goes home and drinks tequila on the rocks while I play Cinderella dress-up, and the relationship works: her over there and me right here on this couch.
“I appreciate the offer, but I have to pick Emmalee up shortly,” I say instead. “She has gymnastics in two hours.”
The concern etches more deeply across her face. Maybe it was the sight of me finally breaking down after all this time. Maybe that matters in some way. Maybe she sees the splintering of my visage, the crumbling of the armor I always wear. Maybe what I’m not saying is too loud for her to ignore.
“Can we keep our appointment for next week, like before?” I ask.
“Of course, Brielle.” She smiles.
And I immediately feel lighter. I feel like one less shadow is looming behind me, one less burden to bear on my own.
After pulling my black tote from its resting place beside my boot-covered feet, I slowly make my way toward the door. My hand grazes the cold bronze knob when Dr. Raleigh’s voice stops me.
“Can you wait just one moment?”
I do, hand still on the cold tingle of metal. In somewhat of a haste, she walks across the office to her desk. After pulling out a business card from her acrylic holder, she scribbles something on the back. In a short five steps, she’s standing before me in that fitted suit with her hand outstretched.
“I know your office number, Dr. Raleigh.”
She shakes her head. “I know you do. This is my cell phone number.”
My expression must be pure puzzlement because she jolts back slightly, as if in the middle of a grave mistake. “I’ve never given my personal number out to anyone before, but if you ever have a day when everything is too much, if you need to work through anything going on, please. No matter what time of day, you can call or text me.”
“Dr. Raleigh,” I say, ready to apologize for any worry I’ve caused her, but she just holds the card out further.
“I don’t want you disappearing for another month and bottling everything up. I understand if you don’t want to come to the office. I understand if you need to cancel an appointment. Just know you can always reach me at this number if you need someone.”
Slowly, I take the card, and our warm fingers brush just momentarily. “Thank you.”



CHAPTER 2
MAEVE
AFTER BRIELLE DISAPPEARS BEYOND THE elevator, I close my office door. Usually, relief washes over me. At any other time, I would finish my notes, lock them in the metal filing cabinet, and tuck away the burdens left to me from each client within them.
Not today.
That woman. That incredibly resilient, hardheaded woman. There’s just something about her. Something intriguing. Something terrifying. Something I’ve never experienced before. Every time I see her, every time I watch those toffee-tinted eyes gloss over, stuck in a past she never should have been subjected to, it seems like the layers of life looming over her become heavier and heavier.
For some reason, it weighs on me. I wish she could unload more, so she could learn to stand just a little taller. I want to tell her it won’t be like this forever and have her believe that with every fiber in her fraying being.
I know I crossed a line just now, a line I’ve never tiptoed over before; there’s therapist professionality and all the legality I live by. We’re taught from day one: never share our personal information, and most certainly never, ever, give them your cell phone number. Draw a line in the sand, and always stay on your side. No exceptions.
I don’t know what came over me. I took one look into her eyes as those overdue tears filled them and I knew she would fold into herself again. I could see every second-guess flutter across her facade.
I hope she uses it. I hope after the breakthrough we had today, the rawness of her confessions and tears, she knows I’m on her side. I hope she knows not everyone will hurt her, not everyone wants something from her. Not everyone will leave.
My next patient after Brielle is a man with hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia, and I still have a hard time keeping a straight face when discussing his diagnosis. Franklin’s phobia is of long words, and hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia is probably one of the longest words I know. That has to be pure irony in the flesh, right?
He works from home as a journalist and pays an assistant to read his research for him in preparation for any longer words that might force him into another six-month facility stay at St. Mary’s Rehabilitation Hospital. Apparently, she missed the word incomprehensibility last week, and now he’s set back in his recovery at least a month.
After a very long one-hour discussion regarding why billboards will most certainly not be the death of him, I see Esmeralda for our weekly virtual session. She locked herself in her Montauk lake house on the day her husband passed and hasn’t left since. Yes, I know; there most definitely are worse places to retreat to.
Her husband, Christopher, died from a one-in-a-million lightning strike one winter morning. He was reaching for the red flag on the mailbox after checking for her weekly Publishers Clearing House mailer, and that was it. Since his funeral a year ago, she hasn’t stepped outside once, and especially not for the mail. Our conversation today revolves around trying to garden again. As unrelated as that little task sounds, I’m trying to get her to rely less on Uber to deliver her groceries one day. Her grandson turns one next month, and future Esmeralda won’t forgive herself for missing his birthday party.
At five in the afternoon, like every Friday, I leave the office. I fight the congestion of the nine-to-fivers pushing their way to the subway and stride toward my brownstone stoop. Opening the door, I can already hear the manic scratching of nails on the granite entryway.
Molly charges at me, her fluffy, speckled coat tossing white-and-gray fur into the air. The long strands of hair float and then cascade down on invisible wings to the gray tile.
“How’s my girl?” I coo. Molly’s butt wiggles even more. Her tail twirls in helicopter patterns, throwing even more glinting strands of fur into the dry summer air.
I guide her inside, setting my briefcase and water bottle down on the side table as I pass through the entryway. She rushes to the back door, whips around to face me, and nudges her nose toward her only gateway to the great outdoors—all while her tail never stops moving.
I can’t help but smile at her. She’s the epitome of glitter and sunshine wrapped into the cutest little Australian Shepherd there could be.
After I open the door, she flies off the deck, her legs outstretched like Superman. She lands in luscious grass before sniffing her way from the calla lilies to her left, around the towering lilac trees, across to the other side of the yard, and then back to the deck, where she slumps beneath the table.
As I make my way back inside, my tired eyes scope out the couch—the perfect place to plop into the plush cushion and review all of my notes from the day. Just as my backside hovers above my favorite spot in the middle, my cell phone rings from across the room.
Ugh!
My mother’s name is bold across the screen. Leaning back on the cushion, I pull the throw blanket from its home on the back of the couch. After tucking it snugly around my thighs, I mentally prepare myself for the “brief conversation” that will soon turn into hours.
“Hey, baby girl.” I hear her beam across the phone, her voice so bright and airy. “How was your week?”
“Uneventful.”
My mother—who, let’s face it, is probably my only friend these days besides Julian—calls every other day like clockwork. Sometimes, if she’s feeling adventurous—or if she’s a few too many martinis in—she calls two days in a row.
Just two decades earlier, Martine Raleigh was the Marilyn Monroe of twentieth-century surfers. She was all legs, bold tan lines, and short dresses with slits up the thigh a mile long. Her twenty-year-old signature shot of her on a carnation-red surfboard—toes hanging off the edge in a white bikini that was beyond salacious at that time—was on the wall of every teenage boy’s room.
That was her moment of fame, and that pinup superseded even her arrogant agent’s expectations. It propelled her modeling career forward so quickly, our family got whiplash from the force.
The boys and I—Chaz, my oldest brother, who can be compared to a cotton-candy cloud, and Ezra, the baby and wild child of the household because there always has to be one—spent a lot of time with Dad at the dinner table.
But even then, Mom never missed one single morning of making us bacon and pancakes, and she was at every single sporting or school event we had. Regardless of their time-demanding careers, we always came first; I know most can’t say that.
Lately, I don’t have much to talk about with her. My days have blended together into an indistinguishable straight line. I’ve taken on too many clients this year, and my usual nine-to-five office hours have almost doubled in the last couple of months. Overwhelmed tends to be an understatement these days.
After reluctantly pulling myself from bed each morning, I’m at work by eight. I eat lunch while reviewing my afternoon meetings. I finish my appointments, go home to Molly—woman’s best friend and the very best snuggler on the planet—and write my case notes while eating cold takeout from the fridge. Typically, I fall asleep to the TV fighting for center stage with the honking of oncoming traffic and screaming pedestrians outside.
If I were counseling someone who said the same, of course I’d say they were practicing avoidance, that they can’t work all their time away and not take any of it for the things that make them happy, that it eventually catches up at some point. I would make it very clear that this behavior is not mentally or physically healthy, or sustainable for that matter. But that’s different. That’s for clients to hear.
“Life is never uneventful, honey,” she chimes, and I silently mock her catchphrase: “It’s all about perspective.”
“Well, my perspective is…” I trail off, thinking about the bitterness on my tongue, “…that maybe it was just a typical week. How was your week, Mom?”
“It was busy. I had brunch yesterday with Charlene. You know, our old neighbor from Valley View Lane? The one with the red cocker spaniel. You know—Larry, the cocker spaniel? The little one who had voice-box surgery and then sounded like a squeaker toy every time he barked afterward?”
I walk to the kitchen with her voice still chirping in my ears. After moving the kettle over the stove burner, I twist the knob until beautiful amber flames appear. Leaning across the island, I close my eyes as she continues to describe exactly what sound Larry makes now while I’m stuck on the fact that his name makes him sound like a fifty-year-old mechanic.
“Your father and I took the liberty of sending your boards to Danny’s Surf Shop yesterday too. We wanted to make sure they were freshly waxed for you guys next weekend.”
“Thanks, Mom.” She’s probably had the appointment booked since last summer. “That was really thoughtful of you. I’m sure Chaz and Ezra will be hitting those waves as soon as they get to the house.”
“You have your plane ticket, right? Because you know how busy and overbooked those flights are in the summer.”
“Of course. My Uber is scheduled too.”
“You’re staying for the entire week, just like always, right? I know you’re busy, but this is family.” Her voice grows more concerned, weighed down by a guilt-inducing tone only a mother can bear. “I was very disheartened with Ezra for leaving last year in the middle of the week for that silly London tour. He missed out on my famous apple-spice cakes and the bonfire.”
“I know, Mom.” I feign sympathetic disappointment, a smile hidden just beneath. “How dare he?” There’s no skipping out of anything at the Raleigh Family Vacation. “I’ll be there for the whole week. I promise.”
I love that I can feel her smile and absorb her warmth through the phone. For a brief moment, I wish I didn’t move 3,000 miles away. It’d be nice to be close enough to have these conversations in person instead of over static airwaves. On the bad days, I want to fall into her calming embrace as she strokes my hair, instead of frantically calling her number when only a mother’s advice can ground me.
“And don’t forget,” she says before I even finish my internal thought, “Chazzy’s bringing a girl home.”
“Wait.” I gasp, completely taken aback by the bombshell that just landed in my lap. “What? Mom, you didn’t mention that before.”
“Really? I didn’t mention it? Are you sure?” The pitch of her voice escalates, and I can picture the way she’s tapping her finger on her sharp chin on the other end of the phone line. “Oh, well, I guess it’s serious.”
“It’s been two and a half decades and Chaz still thinks that the B+ he got on his senior-year English final is serious; that doesn’t say much,” I deadpan. “What’s her name?”
“Oh, name…” She hums. “I know it’s on the tip of my tongue! I think it was Brianna—or was it Belinda?”
“Belinda?” I snort. “How old is she? At least we don’t have to worry he’s robbing the cradle.”
“I don’t quite remember her name, but apparently, it is serious. Chazzy hasn’t brought a girl home since his junior prom. I can’t wait to meet her!”
“Has he talked to you about this mystery woman? What’s she like?” I lean against the kitchen counter, spinning a spoon idly. “He didn’t mention her last time we talked.”
“No.” She sighs. “I was hoping you had the scoop. Well, she’ll be staying the entire week with us, so I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to get to know her.”
“That’s brave for a stranger.” I smirk. “Crashing the Raleigh Family Vacation? She must be a glutton for punishment.”
“Or he didn’t tell her about our vacation festivities,” she mischiefly says.
“Either way, she has no clue what’s ahead with Ezra and Chaz in the same room.”
We laugh for a few more minutes, betting on whether we think this new woman will last the entire week or just a few days. Mom’s being optimistic, putting her money on the hope that she’ll stay at least through the Farewell to Summer Party. I don’t think she’ll make it to the hiking trip scheduled the next day.
Mom hangs up to go make dinner for Dad, who will be approximately forty-five minutes late and potentially two glasses of bourbons deep when he gets there. She’ll heat the dinner back up, pull out a slice of homemade chocolate ganache cake, and kiss him on his stubbled cheek when he arrives.
Dad, otherwise known as William Raleigh, powerhouse investment banker, never got the memo about slowing down. As the years progressed, his workload increased instead of decreased. While Mom dreams of his retirement and bakes cookies for her nonexistent grandkids, Dad’s still crunching numbers and making deals like his life depends on it. So she spends most of her days cooking and speaking at charity events where each plate costs just as much as a typical American’s mortgage payment while he’s busy making sure the Raleigh bank account can fund a small moon landing.
I think my father is mostly just concerned about the money. It’s not that they don’t have enough. They paid for all of our schooling, and even the PhD I finished last year. We never had to ask. They have homes in Dublin and Bremena and a massive Mediterranean in Los Altos, where they live now. They call it quaint, but I’m certain it could be classified as a castle with the right person appraising it.
But they didn’t always have it all. Dad’s childhood was straight out of a Steinbeck novel, with him growing up on a farm that could give Old MacDonald a run for his money. No electricity, just a bunch of animals and endless chores. At the early age of fifteen, he took a Greyhound bus to the city and never looked back. He took the plate of nothing he was handed and filled it as soon as his calloused feet hit the ground. He earned every penny he has, and while everyone knows that, I think there are times he still forgets he’s no longer the scrawny child running through wheat fields.
Maybe he doesn’t want to retire because he doesn’t like having time without a schedule of events to break it up. Maybe he doesn’t want to retire because he’s afraid his money will disappear just as quickly as those dandelion fields did in the warm June wind. Maybe staying home with mom and her enthusiastic obsession with watching recorded ballet performances every single night has its daunting repercussions.
Maybe he’s just not ready yet.
Either way, I’m just happy it’s finally August and I can see everyone again. This trip keeps me sane through the year knowing that no matter what happens, no matter how much I overload my life, everything will right itself at the Raleigh Family Vacation. It always does.
The kettle screeches in the distance, pulling me out of my daydream. I lift myself from the cold counter and pour the boiling water over the oolong tea bag sitting in my favorite rainbow ceramic mug. I make my way to the office with my briefcase slung over my shoulder and mug in hand.
Upon opening my notes, I brace myself for the daily grind of compiling session summaries on my computer. If I don’t tackle this mountain of paperwork every day, I’ll end up buried under a landslide of unfiled documents faster than you can say administrative nightmare.
Before I can read any more of Esmeralda’s most recent explanation for why it is so much better to just default to paperless billing instead of using the post office, my phone buzzes so fervently, it falls off the corner of the desk.
“Hello?” I answer, still catching my breath from the acrobatic feat of lunging for the device.
“Hey there, sweet cheeks,” Julian’s charismatic voice purrs through the line. “What’s new this week?”
“Other than the loss of sanity”—I smile with the phone against my shoulder, searching for Esmeralda’s file in the cabinet beneath me—“due to talking today to yet another man about his erectile dysfunction.”
“Oof, honey.” His rising tone emphasizes the endearment. “You know I was talking to my Miss Molly. I don’t care about your gross old-man problems.”
Molly flips her long ears as if listening harder. I can’t help but laugh.
I first met Julian five years ago when he showed up at my door for a dog-walking interview dressed like the lost member of a ’90s boy band. With his Gucci shoes, neon tank top, and oversized pink sunglasses, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a retro music video. It didn’t take long for us to find ourselves sitting on the back deck, laughing about our day, with steaming cups of tea in our chilly hands.
I complained about my failed date night with the cute girl from the grocery store. He mentioned he went to the gym once a week, not to work out—he’d run the small chance of ruining his fresh manicure—but so he could grab the numbers of men wearing leggings far too tight for any male figure.
Julian arrives at my brownstone every day at exactly 11:15 a.m. so Molly can stretch her legs through Central Park while I eat my chicken salad and transcribe recorded sessions in the office. He always combs her long, constantly shedding fur after each walk and smothers her with more love than any forty-pound animal could possibly absorb.
The bonus of having such an amazing person to take care of my cherished Molly? He’s an adorable box-hair-dye-blond version of John Legend, but so much better because he’s absolutely hilarious and—if it wasn’t clear yet—gay. I couldn’t find another soul better suited to wind down with if I tried.
“Molly misses you already,” I say, rubbing her stomach with my bare foot as she sprawls out beneath the desk. “She told me so, twice.”
“I know. She loves me more.” He sighs dramatically, and it forces an ear-to-ear smile onto my face. “I know you’re probably working,” he grunts, like he doesn’t have a job that takes twelve hours out of his day, “but I just wanted to verify the dates you and Molly will be gallivanting away.”
“Ah, let me consult the sacred scroll of my calendar,” I say, pretending to pull out an ancient parchment instead of my phone. “The twelfth through the nineteenth.”
“Can’t you take your grand vacations in the winter like everyone else?” he whines melodramatically. “It kills me that you take not only you away from me in August, of all months, but that you steal away my most favorite client.”
“You and Molly will both be okay. Trust me, I’m a therapist.”
“At least I know who to book an appointment with when my separation anxiety spirals out of control. There’s a friend discount, right?”
“Has anyone ever told you you’re a little dramatic?”
“Augh.” He gasps, and I can picture his hand shielding his heart. “Have you been speaking to my mother again?”
“Not this week, Jule. But she did text me to remind you to separate out your whites from your darks when you do laundry.”
He scoffs. “Who even does that anymore? Anyway, don’t forget to have me over before the weekend. I’ll need a moment to say goodbye.”
“We’re not terminally ill, you know.”
“Dammit. Now, how am I going to acquire that adorable little floral love seat you have in the corner of your office, then?”
“Alright, enough with your nonsense,” I say, my seriousness playful. “I have work to do.”
“Okay, fine. Love you. Give Molly a scratch for me. I’ll stop over after work sometime this week.”
“See you then,” I say, and then I add—as if I could forget—“love you too, drama queen.”



CHAPTER 3
BRIELLE
THE SCREEN OF MY COMPUTER is illuminated with light, and usually, white is calming—beckoning toward a fresh start, a clean slate. Typically, it wraps me in the silkiness of a cloud, the only symbol of truth, of the pureness that could one day pattern the page.
But right now? That blank white page is a mocking symbol—a testament that I’m a liar, a pathetic excuse for a writer.
As if on cue, a message pops up from my literary agent.
 
Christina - 3:54 p.m
Hey there, superstar! Just a friendly reminder, the publisher is breathing down our necks for that manuscript. Can you whip up a few chapters this week? The editors are getting antsy.
x Your Partner in Crime, Christina.
 
Meanwhile, Emmalee’s belting out Taylor Swift tunes in the background, her innocent melody a stark contrast to my impending meltdown. I shut my laptop with a theatrical slam, as if that will somehow close out my mounting anxiety.
I’m not a failure just because it’s been three months and I’m still staring at the same blank page. I’m sure there are plenty of people who go months without writing, without any thought coming into their head at all. There have to be plenty of authors who’ve published four books and then suddenly forget how to form words. This is just a part of the journey, right? It can’t all be easy; then everyone would do it. Right?
“Come here, pumpkin,” I call out, smiling as I drop to one knee and hold out my arms in anticipation of a bear hug.
Emmalee doesn’t disappoint. She bounds from her spot in the corner of the living room—where moments ago she was perched atop her fluffy, pink blanket, her coloring book flung wide open before her—and lunges at me with full force. She collides into my chest, and I savor the sweet little fingers squeezing around my back.
Her grip on my body is a lifeline.
“I love you so much.” I sway her from side to side and breathe in her peach shampoo.
“I love you too, Momma.” That little face buries into my chest before looking up with the eyes I know are mine. “When’s Charlie coming back?”
She asks the question so quietly, so softly, that my heart muscles strain. She loves Charles so much. Every day he’s away for business is a day she wakes up and misses him.
It’s been one year with him in our lives, and a few months of him staying in this home when he’s back from business. In that short amount of time, he took this scared little girl and guided her toward trust again. And I know it shouldn’t, but that terrifies me.
“Well, honey—” I’m in the middle of searching for the words when the door opens with a clashing flourish. On instinct, I jump back, shielding Emmalee behind me.
A tall man stands in the doorframe, his grin stretched wide around sparkling white teeth.
“Charles?” I gasp, trying to calm my rising heartbeat. “You scared the bejesus out of me!”
“I’m sorry, love.” He walks over to us, his smile radiating the warmth of a Caribbean island. In his tanned hands is a bouquet of roses so large, I’m certain I don’t have a vase to contain them all. “I just missed you so much.” His voice is so low, so satiny smooth, that a smile effortlessly scrolls across my face.
“I missed you too.”
He leans into me, his hands wrapping around my waist as he lays the flowers on the table behind us. He buries his face in my strawberry-colored hair and audibly inhales. His body is so warm against mine, I want to melt. I want to release every tension and fall into him because he’s as sweet as liquid sugar.
But I never can.
I press my face against his sculpted chest, breathing in the mahogany and lavender embedded in the atoms of his shirt. I try to ignore the tingling sensation on the back of my neck, the feeling of how large his hands are on my ribs, how much he looms over me, how tightly he squeezes me. Goose bumps spread beneath my jeans, the needle-pricking pain trailing up my legs.
I can’t do it.
“How was your flight?” Pulling away, I pick up the flowers from the counter. Smiling as I hold them to my nose, I take in their fruity yet musky aroma. He probably had to stop at three florists just to find this many salmon-colored roses. “This is so sweet of you, Charles.”
“Not even close to what you deserve.” He kisses my forehead, his stubble irritating my skin. He swiftly turns around and holds his arms out to Emmalee, who, as always, is patiently waiting for him to notice her presence. “Come here, little one!”
“Charlie!” Her high-pitched squeal sends flutters through my stomach. “I missed you!”
“I missed you too, tater tot. Guess what?”
“What?” She chuckles as he pulls a blonde strand of hair out of her face and safely tucks it away behind her little ear.
“I won’t be going away again for a nice long time.” He smiles, and it’s so big, so genuine. It is impossible for someone to be this kind and soft.
“What do you mean?” I ask, almost at a loss for words, because this is what we do. Our system works.
I stay home and write while taking care of Emmalee. Charles flies across the country to navigate bank investments and acquisitions of Fortune 500 companies. We spend a few days at a time together, and then he’s gone again. While he’s away, I’m protected by the miles spanning between our voices on the phone.
It works. It allows me the time to decompress from our family time, to sort out the thoughts plaguing my mind, to see Dr. Raleigh. It gives me the space to get my life back together.
“With our upcoming trip to meet my family, I wanted to carve out some time for us,” he explains, and now he’s standing before me, Emmalee’s tiny hand dangling in his, and his aquamarine eyes are so wide. He looks so happy, so utterly thrilled with spending more time with us that I push down every unsettling feeling boiling in my throat.
“You did that for us?” I ask quietly.
“I hated the thought of being away from Emmalee that long when I’ve already been gone for weeks.”
Heat pricks the back of my eyelids. No one has ever done something so sweet for me. No one has ever taken time off work just to spend time with us. That little gesture, that simple choice, means more than anything Malcolm did the entire time I was beneath his grasp.
“Oh, honey.” With a simple movement, he’s swooping me into his embrace. “I’d do anything for you two.”
“I’m sorry,” I whimper, the tears streaming down my face, because apparently, this is what I do now.
He tips my chin up toward him. “For what?”
I pull Emmalee into my leg, and she wraps her arms around my thighs. Charles holds his other hand around me tighter, pulling my body into his until there’s no space left. I look up into his eyes, kindness radiating from them.
I don’t deserve him. I truly don’t.
“You are so amazing,” I whisper, afraid that if I speak too loudly, I might shatter this reality. “We are so lucky to have you.”
Charles just smiles in that typical effortless way he has as he leans down to place a gentle kiss on my lips. I can feel Emmalee smiling into my leg, her breath blowing through my jeans. And this moment should feel like everything. So, dammit, why do I feel so unsettled?
“I love you,” he says.
Burying my face back in his chest as I squeeze my eyes closed, I try not to think. I breathe deep, taking in that calming lavender undertone.
“I love you too.” I release a breath, and he squeezes me just a little tighter, his one hand dropping to hold Emmalee’s shoulder.
I say those three words, and I mean it. I do. I love Charles. I mean, how could I not? This is what paradise is made of, right? This is the very foundation of those silly little fairy tales where the damsel in distress gets the prince. Except I’m no princess in a pink gown. More like the curvy cook in the kitchen who obviously samples one too many tarts and needs a major closet makeover that doesn’t include plaid or flannel.
The problem isn’t that I don’t love Charles. I knew I would love him on the first day I met him. There’s no way to not love someone with a heart as big as his. The problem is that after so long together and countless times of saying I love you, there’s just this feeling in the deepest parts of my chest. I can’t explain it. It just doesn’t feel right.
After a few more moments of this embrace, my skin gets warm and itchy. I slowly pull away, giving Charles one more peck on the lips before heading to the sink in search of a vase for these beautiful roses.
Charles takes Emmalee back to the living room, where she will run down, with rapid-fire delivery, every single new thing she’s built or done in the time since she saw him last. Like always, Charles kneels as if he isn’t wearing a thousand-dollar suit and folds himself into a seated position.
He hangs on every word that comes from those little mauve lips. Emmalee, unable to contain her excitement at having a captive audience, paces around the room to show and tell anything she can get her hands on. She starts with the owl she built out of Legos before moving quickly toward the purple construction paper butterfly she cut out last night and taped to the wall.
I watch it all from the kitchen. My eyes are glued to Charles, whose mouth is agape and laughing as Emmalee rushes back and forth with a Dr. Seuss hat on her head, her princess cape flowing behind her. My left hand grips the floral scissors, my right holding the bouquet’s stems. I can’t hear anything other than the sound of the water crashing into the stainless-steel sink. The sound echoes, filling my head like white noise. It’s so loud. So loud. So. Loud. So loud that nothing else registers other than this moment.
This is perfect, isn’t it? This is what I’ve always wanted. It’s everything. It’s love. It’s comfort. It’s the warmth of everything that the word home should mean.
“Can I help you in the kitchen?” Charles asks from the other room, snapping me out of my fog.
“No, thank you. I’ll be in shortly.”
Forcing that typical smile on my face, I finally cut the end of each flower’s stem. After placing the bunch in the crystal-cut vase, I fluff the leaves one last time before placing it on the island’s center.
Hesitantly, I pull my phone from my purse and scroll to the contact I’ve tried not to think too much about. I shouldn’t bother her. I should just leave a message on her office phone like always. But I could really use her voice right now, even if I’m imagining it in my head.
 
Me - 1:36 p.m.
Good afternoon, Dr. Raleigh. This is Brielle Stone. I have to cancel our appointment at 2:30 p.m. today, but I wanted to let you know that I’m okay. I just had something unexpected come up.
 
My finger hovers over the send button before pushing it. It seems weird to text my therapist, as if only the coffee table between our chairs in that office is the right setting in which to converse. I haven’t exactly told Charles I’m talking to someone, and a phone call in this two-bedroom house isn’t exactly private.
I hit send anyway.
After placing my phone on the cold marble of the counter, I walk toward the living room and get comfortable on the plush sofa. Charles and Emmalee are both now sitting crisscross-applesauce across from each other. Charles has a sheer pink cape wrapped around his broad shoulders and a matching tiara donned on his head, and Emmalee is smitten.
“I’m going pee,” she says abruptly, standing from her place on the rug and dropping her fairy wand right there. She rushes down the hall, and only the pitter-patter of feet are left in her wake.
Charles slides the glittering tiara out of his dirty-blond hair and places the cape for Emmalee to find on her way back out. He stands to his feet, groaning as he stretches his back with a twist here and a crack there.
No one ever tells you how quick your knees and back go once you hit forty.
After one last stretch, he makes his way toward me, and I can’t help but smile at the sight of him in a tailored Ralph Lauren navy suit, the one that wraps his biceps and thighs like a custom-made Christmas present. That’s absolute swoonworthy material. And that smile? Those pearly-white teeth that I know he meticulously brushes three times a day? That’s adult porn to any middle-aged woman.
Well, at least it should be.
He falls into me on the couch, and I’m warming as he presses his body into mine, forcing me flatter across the cushions. His mouth is on mine, tongue grazing my bottom lip, and a guttural moan escapes his throat as his hands trail along my hips.
“I missed you,” he says with a baritone so low, so rough, that I should want to come undone at the very sound.
But I don’t. I never do.
“I missed you,” I say, and I mean it. I do, but this is the part I don’t miss.
This is the part when gentle but calloused hands are beneath my shirt, gliding over my curves, reaching toward my bra or sneaking beneath my waistline. This is the part when I should be bucking my groin at him, desperate to feel him press against me after being away for so many days. This is the part that I’m supposed to want, right? This is the best part of having someone so built, so handsome, to call my own. But if it is, then why is it so fucking hard?
His warm hand sneaks beneath my jeans, and my stomach flips, but not in the way it should; it turns upside down, twisting in knots before landing in my chest. I want to want this. I want to be that woman for him, but everything feels so wrong. The thought lights my skin on fire, and I wish I could crawl out of it, like leaving a hidden cave in the night.
Emmalee darts from around the corner, golden-blonde hair flowing behind her, and Charles slowly pulls away from my lips. He rests his head on my chest, and the tension in his body releases. Gently, he slides his hand from where it was just moments ago gripping my hip beneath my jeans and tucks it beneath the pillow I’m leaning on.
Suddenly, I feel the need to get up.
“Emma, honey,” I say, pulling myself from beneath him, “are you hungry?”
“No.” She groans, turning her attention back to the pile of dress-up clothes before her.
“How about you?” I ask Charles.
He runs his hand through my tangled hair. “Maybe later,” he says with a wink.
Ugh.
I walk to the kitchen for a glass of water and spot the flashing green notification light on my phone. I didn’t actually expect Dr. Raleigh to respond, but there’s her name in big bold letters across the screen.
 
Dr. Raleigh - 2:08 p.m.
Brielle, it’s nice to hear from you. I understand and hope all is well. Thank you for letting me know. Have a good afternoon. - Dr. Raleigh
 
I immediately regret canceling my session. I’ve canceled far too many this month, and she does help. Talking about the thoughts I rarely speak aloud is a burden she lessens. There’s just something about looking up at her, the way she sits there with one leg crossed over the other, that just makes me feel so at ease.
“Emmalee, are you ready for dance?” I ask from the kitchen. “We need to leave in ten minutes.”
“No,” she whines, a tantrum coming on in full force. “Charlie just got back! It’s not fair! I’m not done playing.”
I can’t help my sigh. Because the more he is gone, the harder it is to pry her away from him once he’s back. Routines are important. They’re necessary, especially for a child who’s six going on twenty. They’re what keep us going, but Charles’s work schedule does not accommodate routines.
“Listen here, tater tot.” He crawls to her spot on the floor. “You’re going to have fun with your friends at dance, and I’ll be right here when you get back.”
“You promise?” Exaggerated tears well in her eyes as backup, if needed.
“I promise.” He pulls her into his chest. “And,” he continues, a smile still tugging at his lips, “we can build a fort in the living room when you get back.”
“What?” She gasps, pulling away and holding his shoulders with her tiny hands.
“A fort,” he repeats, as if he can’t even believe his own words. “A big fort.”
“And Mommy can help too?”
“Mommy can be the queen of the fort, and you’re the princess. The most beautiful Princess Emmalee this kingdom has ever seen!”
Emmalee smiles widely, nodding as if taking all the information in. She walks toward the door and sits on the tile beside the shoe rack. One by one, she slips on her sneakers.
“What are you doing?” I ask, trying to stifle a giggle as I notice she’s wearing completely different shoes and on the wrong feet.
“Mommy, we need to go,” she insists, her eyes rolling impatiently, “so I can come back and build a fort with Charlie and be a princess.”
I suppress a laugh. “Ah, the royal life is busy indeed.” Kneeling down, I remove her shoes and find a pair that at least looks similar. “Did you know that you’ve always been a princess?”
“Do you want to pick up dinner while you’re out?” Charles asks, rounding the corner and pulling a water bottle from the fridge.
“Sure, what are you feeling?” I stand and slip on my jacket from the closet.
“Whatever you want, babe.” He reaches for his briefcase on the floor.
“Are you okay to hang out until I get back? I have a few errands to run while I’m out.”
“That works perfectly.” His face is now illuminated by the laptop screen in front of him, and I try not to notice how tired he looks. “I have three briefings to review and a short meeting to log into this afternoon before my work day is done.”
“Okay, I’ll see you when I get back.” I place a chaste kiss on his lips, but this time he pulls me into him and almost onto his lap.
“God,” he murmurs in that velvety, low voice. “I can’t wait to get you alone later.”
My heart races, my palms grow sweaty, and I think I might actually faint this time. Everything spins around me as I place my hand on the table to steady myself, to remind myself where I am.
“You okay?” he asks, one hand around my waist.
If I were a few sizes smaller, I’m sure his arms could wrap all the way around me. That should be a comforting thought—to be held so tightly by someone I have so much love for—but it’s not. The idea constricts my blood vessels, and I don’t know why.
“Of course, love,” I lie, pushing down the rattling nerves in my voice. “I’ll be back soon.”



CHAPTER 4
MAEVE
I TRY NOT TO LET it bother me, but as I sit here at my desk instead of in a session, Brielle’s message tumbles through my mind.
I pushed her too far. She’s probably one of the most typical trauma cases I have on my workload at the moment, but there’s just something so puzzling about her. It seems that the closer she gets to me, to the truth in our sessions, the further she pulls away from what that might mean. Last time she canceled a session, it turned into two canceled appointments in a row, and two again the following week. When the pressure is too great, she disappears into herself, and it kills me every time.
My phone buzzes on the desk, pulling me from my daydream out of the window.
“Chaz,” I answer, spinning around in my chair to silently count how many days until vacation on the calendar behind me.
“How’s my favorite baby sister?”
“You mean your only sister?” I smirk. “Doing well.”
“Still my favorite, though. Ezra doesn’t look nearly as beautiful in dresses. How’s the practice doing?” he asks diplomatically, as always. “Still on your own, or did you finally break down and hire a secretary?”
“I will always be a one-woman show.”
“It’s probably better that way.” He laughs, and I feel a low blow coming. “Not many people can compete with a Prada-wearing, type A, independent woman driven to psychoanalyze what type of muffin you choose to eat in the morning.”
“Wow!” I roll my eyes, slightly impressed with his angle. “At least my friends don’t only consist of cigar-smoking, polo and khaki-donned, potbelly bankers who only know how to jump into a conversation if it contains the terms investment portfolio and blue-chip stocks.”
“I’m actually really impressed you’re researching blue-chip stocks.”
“I had nothing else to do while eating my walnut-and-apple salad,” I tease. “Have you seen the climb Relianio is making on the market this month?”
“Don’t even think about it. Once Allegiants takes off with their new computer software for AI integration, Relianio shares won’t be worth even a penny.”
“See, I knew I kept you around for some reason.” I smile to myself, playfulness in my tone. “I was talking with Mom…”
“Oh boy.” He sighs, but I can hear his smile. “She told you I’m finally bringing home someone.”
“How could you tell Martine before me!” I shout, feigning offense.
“Because she sucked it and the life out of me like a Dyson vacuum.”
“You’re weak.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.” He laughs again, and I didn’t realize I missed the sound so much. “She’s really special, Mae. I can’t wait for you to meet her. I just have this feeling that you’re going to love her. Things are getting really serious, and her meeting you all is long overdue.”
“You think everything is serious. You’re an investment banker.”
“No, I mean it this time. When I turned forty this year, I realized I’m ready to settle down. Slow down too. I can see doing that with her.”
“Settle down?” I lean forward in my chair because, frankly, I don’t think Chaz has ever had a serious conversation about a woman in his entire life. First it was grades. Then it was work. Nothing else has mattered. “What are you going to do?” I chuckle. “Marry her?”
He hesitates, the silence speaking volumes. My gaze points toward the ceiling, my mouth slightly slack.
“No, not yet,” he says eventually, brushing off my question with a half-hearted laugh. “I’m just so happy she’s going to get to meet everyone.”
“Well, can you at least tell me the name of the woman who stole your heart—and soon your bank account too?”
“Her name—” he says and then suddenly stops talking. After a few seconds pass, I hear, “Shit! I don’t know where the time went. Listen, I have to jump on a meeting, but I’ll see you in two weeks at the beach house, okay?”
Just as I say, “Love you, booger,” the line goes dead.
* * *
“I brought teaaaa!” Julian squeals as he saunters through the unlocked front door and into the house.
“I have teaaaa!” I mimic back.
I close the computer perched on my lap and stand from the sofa. He skips through the hallway, hands gripping something I can’t decipher yet.
He scoffs, placing a freshly delivered brown box on the island as I round the corner to the kitchen. “Do you have Whittard tea? From England? I think not.”
He steeps a cup of Madagascar Vanilla Berry for us, and I smell the aroma wafting through the house in ribbons. He might not be entirely crazy.
“Wow, that smells amazing,” I admit, allowing the heat from the stream to permeate my nose. It only takes a small sip before I close my eyes, and the richness of the flavor takes over my senses.
“I told you,” he says, gloating. “Orgasm in a cup.”
I almost spit out the burning gulp I just took. Leaning over the island, I clear my throat, and a laugh rolls through me. “I don’t think that name would market well.”
“Aren’t the English a little kinky?” He winks, shoulders shimmying. “So, how was work today?”
“It was good.” I nod, setting down my cup and placing the kettle in the sink. “I had a cancellation, so I was able to get a little caught up today.”
“Oh, please tell me it wasn’t one of your old men with plumbing issues. I know you look forward to them.”
“First”—I roll my eyes—“ew. Ever since I came out as a lesbian in middle school, I no longer need to be included in any conversation including said male appendage. Second, no. Why do women always feel the need to fight for a relationship when there’s no spark, though?”
“Why’s that bothering you?”
I turn away from the sink and toward him, brows in a furrow. “I didn’t say it did.”
“Just an inkling.” He shrugs nonchalantly, almost suspiciously, as he takes another sip.
Aware that his silence always drags it out of me, I confess, “Okay, it’s bothering me.”
“Told you.”
“God! You know you don’t have to be right all the time?”
“So,” he says, “why is it bothering you?”
“She had this breakthrough, minor as it was.” I try to explain in as little detail as I can, but my mind just swirls when it comes to her. “I just have this feeling like it’s going to scare her away. She’s so close to getting to a place where she can feel safe to breathe again.”
“How’s that different from any other patient you have? Don’t they all experience what they’re afraid of most and take a step back?”
And he has a point. They do. It’s typical. We go to therapy to heal, to learn from the past, but we’re never ready for what that actually looks like.
“The situation isn’t different, it’s just—”
“So it’s her,” he concludes.
Leaning more weight into the counter behind me, I cross my hands over my chest. “I guess so. I think I’m getting too close.”
“I don’t know her situation, and I don’t want to, but you know you can always step back and refer her to someone else.”
“I know. I’ll talk to Monica about this soon. I honestly think we’re building a good relationship. I just need a little more time. There’s just something about her. I want to help her. I just feel like I’m not doing enough.”
“Oh, babe.” He sighs, coming around the island and placing the cup into the sink behind me. “You can’t save the world.” He kisses my forehead gently, and I know he’s right. “Has Martine mentioned the whole who-are-you-bringing-home-this-year thing yet?”
“Ugh!” I turn back toward the dishes I refuse to let sit for more than five minutes in the sink. “Don’t even breathe a word of it. You know she’ll feel it tickle her ears, and then it will be the next thing coming out of her mouth.”
“So, she hasn’t brought up Amara again?” He grins, knowing the button he’s pressing with his entire scrawny weight grounded.
“I really don’t understand how you all remember the name of a woman in my life from two years ago but none of you can ever remember my birthday.”
“Uh, honey, a woman you were living with for years.”
“Are we just bringing up each other’s worst mistakes?” I smile mischievously. “Because we haven’t quite talked about that older man you brought to your flat last week who happens to be your old high school social studies teacher.”
“Oh!” He pulls his hands to his chest and stands with his weight pressed into the island for support. “I’m wounded! In my defense, he looks so much better without hair now, and you know I’ve always had a thing for older men.”
“You have a thing for bald men.”
“I don’t discriminate.” He leans over the counter, tucking his hands beneath his chin. “Have you ever heard from her?” he asks, his lips set in a line and his eyes steady. “I mean, I know she blew up your life and then blew out of it just as fast, but—”
“If you call taking your girlfriend to Greece to propose and catching her video calling her other girlfriend of a year in the nude”—my eyes narrow more as each sharp word slips out—“blowing up my life, then…”
“Okay, so maybe she didn’t blow up your life. Maybe she dropped an atomic bomb on it.”
“More accurate. An atomic bomb laced with anthrax. She leveled cities. And, no, I don’t hear from her, and I hope I never do.”
There’s no hint of teasing or joking as he asks, “Was she your big one?”
“Big one?”
“You know.” He takes his rightful seat back at the island, and I’m back to leaning against the cold counter. “We all get one big one. We get one giant love, one breathtaking person that rocks our world, turning it completely upside.”
When I was with Amara, the world felt like it had stopped spinning. I finally understood what everyone meant when they say they see a future in someone’s eyes. It was like I could see everything in front of us through clear lenses, as if I’d been blind my entire life up to that point. Maybe it was because we were young. Maybe it was something more.
“Yes,” I say quickly. “I thought she would be the one, the only one.”
“I’m sorry,” he says quietly. “She never deserved you.”
“You barely knew her.” I force a smile as I turn back to the sink.
“I don’t have to know her to know she’s fucking stupid for ever needing another woman once she had you.” His attitude is back and coming in hot.
“Thanks.”
I scrub the pot beneath my fingers in a soothing rhythm. Just like clockwork, my phone rings on the counter and my mother’s name scrolls across the front. Julian half shouts, half laughs, and then slides it toward me.
“Julian! You, son-of-a—” I shriek just as he clicks the answer button and runs out of the kitchen like his ass is on fire. “Hi, Mom!”



CHAPTER 5
BRIELLE
I DROP EMMALEE OFF AT her dance studio and don’t even second-guess where my legs are taking me down the sidewalk. It’s almost six o’clock, and not even the office workers rushing toward their next meeting can beat my stride.
I don’t realize the record time it takes me to walk those fifteen blocks until I’m standing before Dr. Raleigh’s door, sweat dripping from my forehead. Every fiber of my being is pulsing with the regret of canceling that appointment because I think I’m finally ready to tell her more.
My hand hovers over the door, fist tucked in and ready to knock. My eyes are locked on the gold plaque screwed to the front with her name embossed in elegant scrollwork. I read her name twice, the calming feeling already settling over me, but it’s the type of feeling that doesn’t last. It’s there within her presence, but it leaves my body entirely once I step into that elevator.
I can’t do it.
I can’t just barge into her office after I canceled an appointment and expect her to listen to me. I can’t just feel the need to talk to her and expect her to have the time for it at this late notice. There are so many boundaries I’m not considering, and she’s probably not still here anyway.
Taking a deep breath, I try to slow my steadily rising heart rate. I can do this on my own. I’ll stop at the coffeehouse on the way back to the dance studio and get a latte. I’ll sip it while Emmalee finishes her lessons, and then we’ll pick up a pizza on the way home. We’ll eat as a family, and after I put her to bed, I’ll have sex with Charles and everything will be as it should.
I can do this.
I turn from where I was just concreted into place, determination coursing through my veins, and head toward the stairway. Then there’s the click of a door opening behind me, and I’m back to flash freezing.
Dr. Raleigh stands in the doorway, a long black coat open in front and snug around her slim hips. A beige briefcase hangs off her right arm, and there’s a bustle of keys in her left hand. Her dark hair lays flat against her back, and for the first time, I notice her wearing glasses. They’re opaque and perch effortlessly on her button nose.
Her sudden appearance catches me off guard, and I drop the purse I’ve been white-knuckling this entire time. I duck my head and mutter beneath my breath, hoping she’ll just walk past.
“Brielle?” Dr. Raleigh asks, dropping her things to the floor, even though they look worth the cost of a luxury car payment.
She rushes to help pick up the array of junk rolling from my bag. ChapStick, tampons, pens, stickers, and an assortment of bagged snacks are strewn everywhere like confetti. If I were to claim I’m mortified, that would be the understatement of the year.
“I’m sorry.” I desperately try to scoop everything back into the bottomless pit that I use as a catch-all. My chest expands more rapidly, the heat spreading down my arms. I’m pawing at it, but everything seems to be just spread out further. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I was just leaving. I’m sorr—”
“Brielle,” Dr. Raleigh says as she reaches out into the space between us and places her hand gently on mine, which is now gripping a tampon. Mortified. “Stop,” she says softly. “Take a breath.”
Without even thinking, I do as she says.
Telling myself to take a breath never helps. If anything, it gives special attention to the way my chest rises and falls. It reminds me of why I’m panicking in the first place, and then everything suddenly seems worse. But not when she says it. When she tells me to breathe, my shoulders slump, my chest loosens just a little, and my airways open up.
“Are you okay?” she asks first, as if nothing in the world matters more than that—not the fact that I still have a half-eaten bag of pretzels on the floor or that I carry four of the exact same ChapSticks with me everywhere or that I have a year old pack of Marlboro Silvers peeking out of my purse between panty liners.
“I,” I stutter. “I—I’m—I don’t know,” I finally get out.
She pulls her hand back to her own space as she takes in my words. In the time it takes her to blink, her brows squeeze together and then go back to normal. As subtle as it was, it’s more than she normally shows.
“I thought you wanted to cancel your session?” She checks her watch as if she’s the one mistaken.
“I did.” Slowly, I try to scoop more of my paraphernalia back into my bag. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m here.”
I look up and meet her blue eyes, and they look so familiar, so comforting. She gives me a weak smile, and I don’t know what to do or say. I just don’t want to leave.
“Why don’t you come in for a chat?” She rises to her feet as I pull myself from the dusty floor.
“No.” I shake my head vigorously. “That’s okay. I shouldn’t have come. I canceled my appointment. This can wait until next time.”
I turn quickly before I can change my mind, before I feel even more like a bother than I do right now. But I don’t get more than two paces away before her words stop me.
“Brielle,” she says quietly. “Please, come in. My door is always open for you, appointment or not.”
“I really shouldn’t.”
“Please.”
I turn and face her. I don’t know why I am so surprised to see how genuine she is.
“Okay.” I nod, the air shallow in my throat. I follow her into the office and take a seat on the cold leather sofa. As I pull off my denim jacket, I watch her gracefully slide out of her dress coat. “I’m really sorry,” I say hastily, “for stopping you from leaving for the day.”
“I had no plans, Brielle.” She has an honest smile. “I’ve actually already been home. I came back to grab a few files. You are not stopping me from anything.”
She places her briefcase on the rolling chair behind her desk and then runs her long fingers through her hair. She pulls it up for a moment, almost as if she’s going to twirl it into a bun, and now I am certain that she does have an undercut beneath those glimmering locks. I don’t know why this realization catches me off guard—like she has a hidden side to that professional demeanor, like maybe there’s more to her than fitted suits and heels.
She locks eyes with me as she makes her way to her chair, and one corner of her mouth twitches up.
“Do you want your clipboard?” I ask, my lips pursing nervously.
She always has it. It lives on her lap as she plays with her marble-coated pen.
“I was going to try just talking today.” She takes her seat, pulling her blazer open in front. “If that’s okay with you?”
I nod instead of speaking because now that I’m in here, I feel mute. I don’t think I can do this. I don’t want to talk about any of it anymore. I should go pick up Emmalee and head home. I just need food. That’s all. This is just the result of a hangry walk, that’s all.
“What’s going on?” she asks softly, so comfortingly, that I should just be able to tell her everything. But I don’t, and she sees it. She watches the walls being built brick by brick. “Talk to me about your day so far. Tell me everything like we’re sitting in a little coffee shop instead of this office.”
So I do. Because I can do that. I can give her a play by play of my day.
“I got Emmalee up for breakfast early this morning. We took a walk in the park right before lunch—she always loves the little playground around the corner, the one that has the neon-yellow seesaw—and then she spent a couple hours with our neighbor, Roberta, so I could get some writing done.”
“How is the writing coming?”
“Slowly.” I grimace. “Painfully slow, actually. I’m having a hard time getting motivated, and it’s been incredibly frustrating. Every time I sit down in front of my computer, I feel like walls are closing in around me. I feel like a failure.”
Her eyebrows arch, but so briefly, I could have been imagining it. “Why do you feel like a failure?” She adjusts in her chair, lifting one leg casually over the other.
“Because I’m a writer who, at this moment, cannot write. I don’t have another job. This is what I’m supposed to do: write.” My confession comes from my heart, but it’s not the whole truth yet. “If I can’t write, if I’m completely out of stories, then what am I?”
“A mother,” she answers my rhetorical question quietly. “A woman. A daughter. A friend. You are so much more than just your writing, Brielle.”
“It’s been so long since I’ve been able to write anything.”
“That’s not surprising with everything you’re working out personally. Every writer goes through writer’s block, even the best of them. You’ll figure out what your block is, and you’ll work through it.” She gives me a sympathetic smile and then adds, “I believe in you.”
“Why?” I ask the question before even considering how rude it comes across. “Why do you believe in me?”
“Because I do. Some things don’t have a clear-cut explanation, and that’s okay.”
I’m not sure who’s supposed to speak next. We sit, staring at each other, the air thick with something I can’t place.
“What happened after you tried writing?”
“I picked up Emmalee,” I continue, my focus pulled toward my clenched hands. “Then we went back to the house. I tried to write again while she played in the other room, but I couldn’t. I just keep staring at that damn white screen.”
“Then what did you do?”
“Then…” I pause, my heart rate racing. “Then Charles surprised us and came home early.”
I look out of the window and stare at the dusk-covered sky. There’s not a cloud in sight. I could count the tops of the high-risers for miles, pinpointing each spire out of this gold-sheened view.
“Brielle,” Dr. Raleigh says. “Come back to me.”
“Sorry.” I hate how she can notice when one second turns into two seconds too long. That’s a lie. I love how she can tell when I’m drifting even before I do. “Charles came home”—I gulp, clearing my dry throat—“and told us he’s taking a week off work so he can spend it with us.”
I look up and expect to see her expression telling me that’s a great thing, that it’s such a sweet thing, that I’m overreacting. But as I look up and catch her gaze solely on me, I only see hurt in her eyes.
“I hate to be that therapist,” she says playfully. “You know I’m not really the how does that make you feel kind of psychologist.” Her expression turns more thoughtful, as if laced with concern. “But, Brielle, talk to me. Tell me, how did that make you feel? What was your first thought?”
“I don’t know what my first thought was. I just felt sick. I know it should be a good thing. I know it’s such a sweet gesture, that he’s choosing me, choosing us, to spend his time and energy on.”
“Is there a but?”
“But it’s easier on the phone. I can talk to Charles for hours, and everything feels alright. Everything feels normal. It feels like I have a typical life, where my boyfriend calls and we talk about my daughter and work and writing and life. We say we miss each other and how much we love each other, and it all feels okay.”
“How does it feel when all that is done in person?”
“Like I can’t breathe.” The confession comes gasping out as hot, wet tears slide down my cheeks.
She doesn’t say anything at first, and it’s like a personal spotlight on my breakdown. I bottle all those rogue feelings away to a place where they can die alone—or at least die together. As long as they stop surfacing, I don’t care where they disappear to. In the last week, I’ve cried twice in front of this woman, and I’ve had it.
“I don’t cry.” I repeat my thoughts aloud, and suddenly, the heat goes to my cheeks. “This is ridiculous.”
“Everyone cries.” She speaks softly as she reaches for a tissue on the marble coffee table between us. After handing it to me, she takes her place back in her chair.
I fight the disappointment bubbling in my chest.
“How does anything you talk about on the phone change when you’re with Charles in person?”
And there it is. This is what I haven’t been able to talk about. This is more embarrassing to me than anything we’ve talked about regarding Malcolm. That…that I couldn’t control. What he did to me, how he used my body when it was convenient for him, wasn’t my choice. But this? Being with Charles and how I feel around him is.
“The talking isn’t it.” I look down at the sweaty palms I have balled in my lap. “Sometimes, when he touches me, my skin raises and a shiver shoots down my spine. Sometimes, when he kisses me, my stomach twists until I have to fight back vomit. Over the phone, I’m protected. I can talk to him until the sun comes up. We can plan for our future.” I suck in a breath, fighting the trembling of my bottom lip. The quivering I feel from within, the heat beating on the back of my eyelids, is almost more than I can take. “I can do it all while over the phone. I want that future. But when he’s in front of me? When we touch?”
“Do you not find him attractive?”
“What? Of course I do!” I say with a huff, and we both laugh at how fast I respond. “I wish I had a picture. Charles could be on the cover of Forbes and Vogue, in the same damn month. I do find him attractive. He’s incredibly attractive.”
Jeez, who are you trying to convince?
“What do you think it could be?”
“Isn’t it your job to tell me what you think it could be?”
“If this was a session,” she says with a casual shrug of her shoulders, “maybe. But we’re just talking, remember?”
I let it sink in, the space she’s allowing me, the informal hand she’s reaching toward me.
“I find him attractive,” I say, taking a deep breath and closing my eyes for courage as I speak. “But I don’t want to be touched by him. I don’t want to be kissed by him. I want to want it all.” I continue, my voice barely a whisper. “I try my hardest to want it all, but I don’t.”
Heat is emanating from my cheekbones and rising to my ears. I’m sure if I touched my face right now, my fingertips would burn. It doesn’t matter that I pay Dr. Raleigh; this is the most vulnerable conversation I’ve ever had.
“Do you think it has anything to do with Malcolm?” she asks slowly, calculatingly.
Probably. Most likely. Doesn’t every broken part of me have something to do with Malcolm? He shattered my form into so many little damn pieces that I don’t think I’ve even found them all yet. They’re hidden in every corner of my being, and just when I think I’ve shaken all the shards off, there’s another poking me in the ass.
“I don’t know,” I concede. “Malcolm doesn’t always come to my mind. Not every time. It’s just this feeling. It makes me feel so lost. It’s like there’s something wrong with me. There has to be something so inexplicably broken within me to be like this.” I try to think of the words to describe it, but they just won’t come. “Charles is nothing like Malcolm.”
“From what you’ve described, he seems like the opposite.”
“He is.” I bob my head repeatedly because this isn’t Charles’s fault. “I’m sorry for him.” I say it so quietly, I’m not even sure the words come from my lips.
“Brielle.” Dr. Raleigh sighs, like she wants to say something for a change instead of asking me another question. “Why would you say that?”
Ugh. “Because!” I shout, even though I don’t mean to. I don’t know where the anger is coming from, but I feel the frustration bubbling over within me. I stand from the sofa and pace in front of it because I don’t know what else to do with the fire in my legs. “He’s so sweet to me! He’s so kind, so thoughtful in ways I couldn’t have imagined before him! You know what he did when he came home today? He surprised me with three dozen roses and then spent at least an hour playing princess with Emmalee. What middle-aged man does that anymore?”
“Not many, admittedly.” At the shrug of her shoulders and her unusual commentary, I fight a grin, even though I want to continue shouting.
“In a suit of all things! It was perfect. The perfect picture of what a happy family should look like!”
Dr. Raleigh’s dark eyebrows arch sharply before her professional demeanor is back. “So, what happened? What happened from him playing princess to you here in my office?”
“Partway through playtime…” My voice drops as I say, “Emmalee left the room to use the bathroom. I was sitting on the couch, and Charles came to me. He laid on top of me and kissed me.” My palms begin to sweat, the heat rising up to my cheeks, and I don’t know how to hide it.
“Whatever you want to tell me,” Dr. Raleigh speaks when I am certain she was going to wait for me to go on, “you can just say. You have nothing to be embarrassed about, Brielle. It’s just me.”
Just her.
Once again, she does that thing where she knows what I’m feeling. It’s like I say my thoughts aloud instead of in my head—like I’m made of glass, completely transparent, but only for her.
“Okay.” I allow the breath in my lungs to escape as I drop my shoulders. “He’s not heavy, not really, but when he lies on me, anytime he releases the weight of his body on top of mine, my very breath evaporates from my lungs.”
I fight the impulse to throw up. My chest feels like a brick has been placed over it and is clawing its way inside. I want to cry. I want to scream until it stops. “It feels like suffocating from the inside out, even though I have plenty of air.”
Every wall I have previously built shatters around me, and I break. I break openly. I break fully. I break with the type of release that only comes after one has held on for far too long. Desperately, I wipe my face with the sleeve of my shirt, cursing these damn tears for starting and never stopping. My chest rises faster, my pulse quickening beneath my clothes, and it feels like my muscles are trying to separate from my tissue.
I gasp for air as the cries escape a place within me that I didn’t even know existed. I lean my elbows on my thighs, my shaking hands pressed against my eyes so forcefully that I see stars within the darkness consuming me.
And then I hear her voice.
“Brielle, can I come closer?” she asks softly, her voice a calm anchor through my sobs. I can barely make out her words, but something in the way she speaks steadies me.
I nod, unable to respond fully, and she moves closer but remains at a respectful distance, her presence grounding me.
“I’m here,” she says, her voice soothing. Her hand hovers gently over my shoulder, a touch I can tell is meant to reassure but not overwhelm. I lean into the warmth of her presence, letting the fact that she’s there slow my frantic breathing.
My hands clutch the couch cushions, fingers curling into the fabric as if I’m searching for something to hold onto. The space between us feels like a lifeline—close enough for comfort but with the understanding that I have control over my emotions and the situation.
She smells like citron and teakwood, a subtle, calming scent that wafts toward me. It’s grounding, anchoring me as I pull myself back from the edge. She doesn’t speak much, just whispers that it’s okay in between the moments of silence. Her voice becomes the background hum, helping to quiet the static in my mind.
I allow myself to breathe in that scent, to let my tears slow. She doesn’t move in closer, but I know she’s there, and the gentle energy she radiates helps soothe the tightness in my chest.
“It’s okay,” she whispers.
My eyes dart open, and I’m suddenly pulled back to reality in full force. I jerk away from her, scooching to the other side of the couch as I disguise my movements with the reach for a tissue.
“I’m so sorry.” My words tumble out in one rushed breath as I aggressively wipe away the salty trails on my cheeks.
“It’s okay to cry, Brielle. Our bodies need to release all those emotions somehow.”
“But I don’t cry,” I argue. “And I most certainly do not break down. That is not an option.”
“Sometimes,” she says softly, “we don’t get to pick when a breakdown knocks on our door.”
I watch as she looks out the window and tucks one strand of hair behind her ear. She takes a deep breath, but it’s almost like she doesn’t release it. Her shoulders are tense, rolled back into that power stance she usually holds while walking her clients out.
The afternoon sun shines off her face, illuminating a little beauty spot above her right eyebrow. For the first time, I really look at her face. Usually, she has makeup on, long lashes fluttering above her high cheekbones. Today she’s bare, completely vulnerable, in glasses I’ve never seen before.
She looks so different, so casual compared to her usual appearance. It suits her more—the slight curl in the ends of her hair, the natural length of her lashes, the pale pinkness of her lips. It’s like she’s a completely different person.
“Dr. Raleigh?” I ask, trying to get her attention because now she’s the one who looks lost.
“Oh.” She finally turns toward me, and I realize how close our bodies really are. “Hm?”
“Are you okay?”
“I should be asking you that.” She offers a smile, and I return the expression. She looks toward the couch, to the six inches between us, and then takes a breath before standing.
I catch her arm before she takes the first step, unsure of what I’m even doing. “Can you sit here while we talk?” I ask, slowly absorbing the fact that having her this close actually feels like a Band-Aid to my cracking flesh. “Just for a little while longer?”
She doesn’t say anything. Her head just bobs once before she slowly sits down. I look at my hand, still holding her lower arm. As she shifts to face me, I release her from my grasp.
“Have you talked to Charles about this?”
“No.” I shake my head. “How could I? What am I supposed to say? Please don’t touch me, Charles? It makes me feel sick?”
“What do you do instead?”
“What do you mean?”
“You mentioned before that you don’t want to have sex with him.”
Wow. Okay, Dr. Raleigh. Getting right into it.
“Let’s say,” she continues, “you go home right now and put Emmalee to bed. Let’s say he tries to initiate some intimate time. What will you do?”
My face feels hot again. “I, I,” I stammer, my stomach doing somersaults, “I have sex with him.”
“Do you enjoy it?”
“This is a personal conversation,” I counter, but she just purses her lips into a straight line as she gives me that look: of course it’s personal.
“These types of conversations typically are,” she counters, her voice light and airy.
“I don’t not enjoy it,” I say.
“What is it like?”
“What is what like?”
“Brielle.”
“Okay.” I exhale, wiping the sweat on my palms onto my jeans. “It’s good. It’s tender. He’s so gentle with me. He knows of Malcolm. He doesn’t know everything, but he knows why it took me a while to be intimate with him.”
“How do you feel when you’re intimate with him?”
“Anxious,” I blurt out. “Which is silly because he’d never hurt me. He’d never make me do anything I don’t want to do. God, I’m a woman in my forties. I know how to have sex with a man.”
“But do you want to have sex with him? Do you want to be intimate with him? It has nothing to do with how nice he is or how gentle he is with you.”
The answer hits me like a smack in the face.
“I don’t.” As the quiet words leave my lips, I can’t believe I’m speaking them at all.
She studies my expression. “Have you ever considered that you might be asexual?”
“No.” I don’t hesitate. While I appreciate her considering the option, I still have urges. I might not want to be intimate with Charles, but I definitely find him attractive.
“Asexuality often comes with a lower sex drive.”
“I don’t think I’m asexual,” I say again.
But can someone have sexual attraction at one point and become asexual, though? Is that a thing? Do asexuals want to jump into bed with someone one day and then the urge for that type of relationship suddenly stops all together—or is it a feeling that’s always there?
“Okay.” She nods twice, as if noticing my agitation.
“I want to be with him. I love him,” I say, like I’m trying to convince her.
“Are you in love with him?” She looks at me.
I don’t know what to say. I should be screaming, Yes. I shouldn’t be thinking about this question at all, but I am.
“Just because Charles is an incredible man doesn’t mean that you have to be in love with him.”
“I don’t think I am.” My voice shakes beneath the heaviness of that truth. “How could I spend an entire year with him and not be in love with him? What monster invites a man into her home under false pretenses?”
Tears are welling in my eyes again, and it makes me want to run. Evaporating into the dusk-covered air outside would be a nicer reality because then this wouldn’t be happening.
I cannot have done this to my little girl. I can’t have brought such an amazing person into her life for him not to be the one.
This is ridiculous. I’m being ridiculous. I love Charles. Even if I’m not in love with him yet, it will click. It will all fall into place because this is what I want. This is what Emmalee needs. We deserve to have a man like him in our lives. If that’s the case, though, why does it feel like the walls in my mind are caving in?
“I need to go,” I say emotionlessly, staring off into the blank space in the middle of the room. Without looking, I pull my jacket from where it slid to the floor. “This is just all taken out of context.”
“Brielle.” Dr. Raleigh’s voice fills my head again, and it sounds like begging.
“I love Charles.” I turn toward her, surprised to see her eyes so wide. “I’m just overthinking all of this.”
She waits a moment, taking me in. “If you want to stay and talk, I’m here. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”
“I love him,” I say again, my knuckles turning white from gripping my jacket in my lap. A tear escapes and drips from my cheek.
“I know you do,” she says so comfortingly that I want to break all over again.
“I love him.”
Dr. Raleigh nods slowly, her eyes glossing over. “I know,” she echoes quietly. “I understand if you want to go. I know you probably have to pick Emmalee up from somewhere. Before you go, can you promise me something, though?”
After everything she’s done for me today—listening to me, holding me as I blubbered like a baby—I can promise whatever she needs.
“If he propositions you tonight…” She hesitates as if unsure of what she’s going to say next. “If he tries to be intimate and you don’t want to have sex with him, tell him. After everything you’ve been through, you should never put yourself in a position to do anything physical that you don’t want to do. You should never be touched in ways you don’t welcome.”
I just look at her for a moment.
“Promise me,” she says, her voice a simple, desperate plea.
“I promise,” I say, and instantly I know I’m lying.



CHAPTER 6
MAEVE
BRIELLE DISAPPEARS BEHIND THE MIRROR to the elevator, and I don’t know what to do next. I stand in the doorway, one hand holding the frame as the other rests on the icy doorknob.
I’ve never had a session like that. I’ve never seen someone break so violently and felt this gravitational pull. I know what every textbook, every training, tells us about physical contact with our clients. I know the rules—the expectations and guidelines put into place to protect everyone involved—but that flew directly out of the window and down twenty stories to the concrete sidewalk when I heard that first cry escape her lips.
I couldn’t let her shake like that, watch her shoulders tremble with all that pressure, and not comfort her. I have no words to describe the feeling of watching her break like that. It caused a physical pain in my chest, a stabbing sensation right above my ribs.
I am, without a doubt, too close.
Turning away from the hallway, I walk back toward my desk. My fingers grip my briefcase with intentions of grabbing my coat and heading home like previously planned. Instead, I toss it beside my desk and slump into my chair. Leaning my head against my desk, I can’t stop thinking about what she said.
I rub my face and pull my glasses from my nose. I’m in too deep with this one, but I don’t know how to stop it. If I refer her to a colleague to continue her care, she’ll feel betrayed, abandoned. She might stop going to sessions all together, and I can’t have that.
While sitting here, I’m trying to convince myself that I just need to get a grip on her treatment plan, try another angle. Something. Anything. In reality, I know better.
Tomorrow, I will call Monica, my oldest colleague and professional confidant. If there’s one person I would trust to recommend Brielle to, it’s her. Maybe she can help her in ways that I haven’t been able to.
With a sigh, I rise from my desk and grab my things to go home. There’s nothing more I can do for Brielle until the next session, and with everything she said today, I know there’ll be another cancellation in the near future.
The only remedy for a day like today is a steaming cup of Earl Grey and a cheesy Lifetime rom-com, which is exactly what this doctor prescribes herself the second she walks through the door.
Once Molly is tickled pink and roaming in the yard outside, I collapse into the couch and pull my fuzzy throw over my bare legs. There’s something about ripping a suit off and throwing an oversized T-shirt over my underwear that tricks my brain into winding down.
I’m not more than thirty minutes into the movie—a big-city marketing rep gets sent to her old hometown in Georgia and just so happens to run into her childhood friend, Chad, like the plot every single Hallmark movie follows—when my phone rings. Smiling at my mother’s name across the screen, I’m in awe that we’ve made it almost forty-eight hours this time without her calling.
“Hey, Mom.”
“Sweetie!” She sounds about three martinis in. “How’s my little buttercup today?”
“I haven’t been little in a very long time.”
“Hey! Just thirty-one years ago I was changing your diapers.”
“Are you holding that over my head still?” I laugh. “Is this a ransom call? Should I be worried?”
“Very,” she plays along. “Huggies aren’t cheap, and you were a late potty trainer.”
“Ouch!” Dramatically, I grab my chest like she shot an arrow to my heart. “You had to mention my late-blooming tendencies? This is war.” We chuckle at ourselves for just another moment before I ask, “So, what is going on in the world of Martine this week?”
“I had lunch with the girls earlier. We tried out this new, hip sushi bar that opened up on the corner of Murray. It actually wasn’t that bad. Of course Charlene didn’t like it. I still don’t understand the obsession with raw fish these days, but you know what they say about trends. I have the cleaners scheduled for tomorrow so that all of your rooms are in tip-top shape next week.”
Shit. The trip is next week, and I completely forgot to reschedule Brielle. I talked with all of my clients to adjust some of next week’s appointments that slipped by the scheduling system, but with everything that happened this afternoon, I obviously missed one.
Now is definitely not the time to suggest a severance of our professional relationship, especially when I won’t be physically available to Brielle.
“Crap.” I moan.
“What’s wrong?”
“I forgot to cancel an appointment today in preparation for being away next week.” I squeeze my temples with my finger, dreading the headache I know will follow.
“There’s always tomorrow,” she hums in a singsong voice, that optimistic melody she always carries.
“You’re right.” I take a breath, allowing her voice to settle me, like always. “I’ll take care of it tomorrow. My night will consist of tea and sappy movies.”
“As it should, my dear!”
It’s as if I can feel the warmth of her smile through the phone.
“I can’t wait to see you. I’ve missed you so much, Mae.”
I try not to let the guilt get to me—the fact that it’s been an entire year and I haven’t found time to take a week off and endure the long flight to see her.
“I’ve missed you too. It’s going to be a great week!”
“Are you bringing anyone with you?” Her pitch elevates on the last word.
Dammit, Julian!
This is what it always comes down to. I know I’m supposed to be finding someone to wind down with like Chaz has. I know that at thirty-one years old, I should have at least one prospect on the horizon, and it kills my mother that her only daughter doesn’t.
According to her, I’m wasting my life away. Work? That’s not important. Starting a family? That should be my number one priority. Bring on the floofy Betty Crocker dresses and homemade batter. If not, then who the hell will all those cookies be for? My internal clock’s ticking, and all that crap should be drilled into my head at this point.
“Not this year, Mom.”
“What about that Amara girl? We really liked her. Why don’t you reach out to her and—”
“No,” I cut her off with a groan. “What is with everyone today? Why is it you can’t remember to send Christmas cards out on time or the name of Chaz’s girlfriend but you can remember an old flame I had years ago?”
I met Amara at a conference in San Francisco. She was a software developer from New Jersey, and it was kismet that our paths crossed. After laughing over glasses of wine and discussing our journeys into the realm of psychology—as different as our professions were—it didn’t take long before we were falling, and in more ways than just onto my bed.
She loved Molly and adored my parents. The first day they met her, she cooked her famous chicken riggies, cleaned up after everyone, and even asked for seconds of my mother’s terrible banana pudding. Afterward, she shared a bourbon with my father, and that was it. Hook. Line. Sinker.
I never saw the end coming.
I came back to our hotel room, all those days ago in Greece, her favorite pasta and a garden bouquet in hand. I’ll never forget how big her eyes grew as she scrambled for a sheet to cover her bare, golden-brown skin. Frankly, I’ll never forget the look from the young, naked brunette on the other side of the video call either. All she had to say was “shit.”
“She was so sweet. You remember what she said about that pot roast I made?” Mom pauses for effect, but I don’t need her to answer. I mimic her words silently because I’ve heard this story a million times. “‘This is by far the best pot roast I’ve ever had, Mrs. Raleigh.’”
“I know.” I roll my eyes. “It was life-changing.”
“Maeve Grace Raleigh,” she gasps. “Are you mocking me?”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, Mother.”
“You’re more like a nightmare sometimes, you know.”
“I learned from the best.”
“Are you sure,” she asks, never knowing when to drop a subject, “there isn’t anyone in your life that you can bring to meet us?”
“I’m pretty certain I would notice a woman sharing my bed with me.”
“Ew.” She coughs. “Gross visual.”
I chuckle at the double standard. “Oh, but the woman who Chaz is bringing doesn’t give you a gross visual? They’re even sharing a room, in your own house, no less! Look at all the premarital blasphemy you’re encouraging.”
“Fair point. Gross all the way around. You all grew up way too fast.”
“You’re ridiculous. I don’t think you’ll find anyone to agree that decades are too short of a time frame.” I shake my head, smiling. “I can’t wait to see you.”
“Me too, lovey. Me too.”
We say our goodbyes and add another miss you more just for good measure, and then once again, I’m left to my cliché story on the television.
I’m not even five minutes back into the movie when my phone vibrates against my leg. Fighting the urge to just chuck it against the wall to tune the world out, I pull the phone closer to my face while my other hand searches the side table for the glasses I must have set down when Mom called.
 
Brielle - 9:01 p.m.
Dr. Raleigh, I just want to repeat how sorry I am for showing up without an appointment. I promise it won’t happen again.
 
I read her message twice. I’m still unsure of how she could think she has to apologize to me. If every patient of mine could come to as quick realizations as Brielle, my job would be so much easier.
I type back, starting with a hey there, but I stop myself.
Hey there? Really? What am I thinking? I shouldn’t be responding to her at all, yet alone so casually. These are the baby steps therapists take before losing their license—and their morals, for that matter. I can see the headlines now.
 
Me - 9:02 p.m.
Good evening, Brielle. Please, don’t apologize.
You have nothing to feel sorry for and nothing to regret about earlier. I’m proud of you for coming to see me.
 
There. That’s not bad. Maybe I shouldn’t have added that last sentence, but it’s true. I’m so incredibly proud of her for talking about something that so obviously embarrassed her. I’ve never seen her face flush to such a beet-colored red before.
 
Brielle - 9:05 p.m.
Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry! I didn’t even realize the time. I was hoping you’d see that in the morning. I’m sorry for bothering you outside of office hours. Please disregard.
Me - 9:05 p.m.
Bri, you are never bothering me. I meant what I said earlier: 
Appointment or not, I’m here.
 
Dammit! What are you doing? You shouldn’t be texting a client, let alone responding not once, but twice. I set my phone down, convincing myself that that will be the last message. My number is meant for emergencies, and I should remind Bri of that. Bri? When did she suddenly become Bri instead of Brielle?
Double dammit.
Ten minutes pass with no response, and now I’m second-guessing every word I just sent. At the same moment I stand to refill my cup of tea, my phone buzzes in my palm.
 
Brielle - 9:17 p.m.
I don’t thank you enough. You have no idea how much our sessions mean to me.
 
Well, I can’t not respond to that.
Me - 9:18 p.m.
I enjoy our time as well. I wish it were under better circumstances.
 
Better circumstances? What the hell do I mean by that? Am I expecting her to magically heal from all the past trauma and we go on weekly brunches? Come on, Maeve. There’s a line between professional and personal, and apparently, I need a new eyeglasses prescription. I definitely need to discuss some boundaries, starting with myself. Right now.
 
Brielle - 9:19 p.m.
Sometimes, I wish that too.
 
I’m not even going to attempt to unpack that statement. Get your damn head out of the gutter. Make sure she’s okay with changing her appointment for next week, and then move on with your night. This is not a slumber party.
Note to self: call Monica tomorrow, regardless of whether or not it is a good time, and discuss transferring Brielle as a client.
PS: Stop being an idiot.
 
Me - 9:22 p.m.
I meant to tell you this earlier today, but I had something personal come up next week and I’m adjusting my schedule. I don’t want to cancel our appointment, but would you be willing to meet virtually instead?
Brielle - 9:24 p.m.
That actually works out well because I’ll be out of town that day. It completely slipped my mind.
Me - 9:24 p.m.
Just because it’s virtual, you’re not going to cancel on me, are you?
Brielle - 9:25 p.m.
Not this time. Promise. Especially not with the week I have ahead of me.
Me - 9:25 p.m.
Okay, good. It was starting to give me a complex.
Brielle - 9:26 p.m.
Wow! Dr. Raleigh has a funny bone hidden beneath those fitted suits!
 
I can’t fight the smile pulling at the corners of my mouth.
 
Me - 9:30 p.m.
Thanks for the laugh. Also…please, remember your other promise.
 
I know it was a risky move to mention it, but I just can’t shake this feeling. Whether Brielle wants to admit it or not, her lack of want for physical touch does stem from Malcolm. It is impossible to be touched so roughly for so long and immediately understand a kind caress after. Her body is still stuck in that fight-or-flight stage.
With my hand on her shoulder, I could feel every shudder rolling through her spine, and that kind of pain comes from the toes and courses through every vein on its way up. That kind of pain is etched into the very atoms of our being, and no number of words can make it go away.
 
Brielle - 9:32 p.m.
What kind of offense is it if you lie about a promise to your therapist?
 
Oh, Brielle. No. Not that promise. Not the one I hoped she’d keep, the one I thought she’d finally take seriously. Just considering it churns my stomach, and suddenly, the warm Earl Grey feels like nausea in a cup.
 
Me - 9:32 p.m.
Depends. What did you lie about?
Brielle - 9:34 p.m.
Things are good. My life is good. This is what Emmalee needs.
 
If avoidance were an Olympic sport, she’d take the gold. Her response is vague and unrelated to the question, but I know what she’s doing; she’s lining up the excuse for why it is okay to maintain the complacency of the life she’s living. She’s going to continue to pretend that it’s all just something wrong with her, and one day she’s going to hate herself for it.
 
Me - 9:35 p.m.
Your needs matter.
 
It’s all I can think of to send. Because they do. Brielle matters. Her happiness, her wants, her needs matter. Charles can’t begin to help her unless he understands what she’s feeling. It isn’t fair to keep him in the dark either, but that was going to be a conversation for another time.
As the minutes tick by, I can’t just leave my last message like that. I set my phone down, knowing she’s not going to answer. She’s going to tuck these thoughts away to eat at her later. At least, that’s what I would do.



 
Me - 9:46 p.m.
Your thoughts and feelings should be your priority. Emmalee is well taken care of by you. You never have to do anything that you don’t believe in with your heart. “No” is not a bad word.
Me - 9:47 p.m.
I hope you have a good night, Brielle. Please, get some rest.



CHAPTER 7
BRIELLE
I COULDN’T BRING MYSELF TO respond to her last two messages. I want to believe her; whenever she says anything, I almost do without reason. I trust that she sees what I cannot at the moment, like I’m staring at a glass slide too close to the microscope and she’s looking at the full picture.
“Good night, my little angel.”
After kissing Emmalee’s forehead, I tuck the blankets tightly around her frame. She slides deeper into the pocket of her comforter and all I can see staring back at me are big, round brown eyes from behind the pink blanket. After I turn off her lamp, I adjust her nightlight.
“Jesus!”
Startled by the dark shadow in the doorway, it doesn’t even register that I’m shouting.
Charles leans against the frame, his white shirt partially unbuttoned, one hand tucked in the pocket of his gray slacks.
“Sorry,” he whispers, his hands pulled up in apologetic surrender.
Taking another steadying breath, I say to Emmalee, “Good night, sweet love.”
Charles smiles as he leans into the room to see her. “Night, tater tot.”
After grabbing the half-drunk glass of milk off the little pink dresser, I quietly close her door on the way out. Charles waits for me in the hall, his shoulder leaning against the beige wall.
He looks so disheveled with his tie hanging off him, his collar slightly furrowed, bare feet peeking out below his slacks. He looks like an off-duty Clark Kent, and I should be gawking at the sight.
I turn toward him, and for the first time in a long while, I initiate the kiss. With calculatingly slow steps, still unsure of whether this is a road I want to take, I make my way toward him. I lean my body into his, forcing his weight into the wall. I kiss him with one hand tangled in the wrinkles of his collar, pulling him down to me.
He takes my mouth with such a hunger that my stomach flips as his tongue grazes my bottom teeth. His hands are warm on the curves of my back, on the cheeks of my ass as he leans over me and cups them.
“Well, hey there,” he says, a smile plastered across his face.
“Hey there.”
With my body glued to his, I should be feeling something. I should be flushed hot. My legs should wobble at a kiss that intense after being away from each other—for almost three weeks this time. The picture of him this relaxed in a suit should undo me completely.
But it doesn’t. It only forces a death grip on the cup in my hand.
I wanted that kiss to spark something in me, to force me to feel what I should. I should be lusting after the gorgeous man before me—the businessman who fell in love with a soft mother and a failed writer—and thankful to have found someone so perfect to build a new life with, but I can’t find it within me. I don’t feel any of it. I’m numb.
“Should we take this to the bedroom?” One corner of his mouth pulls upward as he flashes me that disarming wink. With his piercing blue eyes, he could attract anyone with that one little gesture.
As his question sinks in, I realize what I’ve done. I kissed him like that, trying to brew something inside myself, and now I’ve led him on. Now he thinks I want more, and why wouldn’t I? Why shouldn’t I want my boyfriend to drag me upstairs and show me just how much he missed me? Especially when he looks like that.
What’s wrong with me?
“I’ve had such a busy day,” I say, giving him another peck on the lips. Wrapping my arms around his chiseled waist, I hold my head to his firm chest. The sound of his heartbeat instantly calms me. “Can I take a rain check for tomorrow? I could use an early night.”
“Of course.” His words don’t hesitate as he places a kiss upon my head. There’s no disappointment in his voice. He’s too damn good. “Why don’t you go get ready for bed? I’ll grab us both a glass of water and your book from the kitchen and be right up.”
After I work through my usual nighttime routine, I come out of the bathroom to Charles lying shirtless in bed. Plaid red-and-black pajama pants hang off his sharp hips. His black-rimmed reading glasses are propped on the bridge of his nose, and he grips the latest James Patterson book in his strong hands.
He pats my side of the bed and removes his glasses. A glass of water sits on my nightstand along with the smutty romance novel I’m in the middle of.
This is the type of moment when everything should lock into place. This is the type of action that causes someone to fall in love, right? So why the hell hasn’t it? Why can’t I have that type of connection?
We read alongside each other, absorbing the quiet, until I can barely keep my eyes open. I close my book and roll on my side to turn the lamp off. With a click, my side of the room is shrouded in darkness. Snuggling beneath the blankets, I turn my back toward the man who deserves so much more.
I listen as Charles closes his book, places it on his nightstand, and then turns his own light off. There’s a distribution of weight in the bed. As it settles, I exhale, trying to hide the sound because holding my breath wasn’t a conscious thought. I hate the feeling of relief that rushes over me when it seems like he’s going to fall asleep on his side of the bed tonight.
Then a hand glides over my hip beneath the blanket, and I physically jump. Logically, I know it’s his. It’s his touch, the one I’ve gotten so accustomed to. It’s soft but firm, familiar in every way, but I can’t help the heat that tickles my chest, the pulse quickening in my forehead.
“Good night,” he whispers, not even noticing as he slides closer to me. He presses into my back and nuzzles his face into my neck. I take a deep breath and he squeezes me tighter.
Suddenly, I’m not sure how my lungs are supposed to take in air. His grasp is light over my body, but I feel pinned down. I listen as my breaths shallow, as my stomach twitches with the storm of a shaken beehive from within.
“Good night,” I say quietly, folding my hand over his.
“Sleep well,” he mumbles, his chest deflating into my back.
But I don’t sleep at all.
* * *
“I could get used to this.” Charles moans to himself while taking another heaping bite of his cream-cheese stuffed French toast.
“Maybe if you stuck around more,” I say, the corners of my lips quirking upward. I place a kiss on his head and top off his coffee.
“Thanks, love.” He smiles, raising the steaming cup to his lips. “What are my two favorite girls doing today?”
He turns his attention to Emmalee, who is just as deep into her breakfast. We haven’t even bothered to change out of our pajamas. A light rain pitter-patters on the window outside, and, coupled with this expanding feeling in my chest, I think this is a place I could live in forever.
“Little miss over here”—I grin behind my own coffee—“will be picked up by Aunt Joan in less than an hour.”
“Mhm.” Emmalee nods, her mouth full. “We’re going to pet ponies.”
“Did you actually ask Aunt Joan to take you to the zoo, or are we getting a little ahead of ourselves?” Charles asks, and the smile that comes to my face is so big, it hurts. He knows her too well.
“Well…” She hums, her fork stabbing more toast than she could possibly fit in her mouth.
“Well,” he parrots back, “you can ask when she gets here.”
Emmalee rolls her big oval eyes, and Charles shakes his head.
“I have some writing to do this morning,” I say, turning toward the kitchen. “So I might be unplugged for a while.”
“Not a problem.” He finishes chewing. He walks around the table and, leaning around me, sets his and Emmalee’s plate in the sink. He places a gentle, swift kiss on my lips before running his hands through his hair. “I have to work from the office this week.”
Charles straightens his T-shirt, tightening the string on his gray sweatpants. He takes a paper towel from the counter and wipes down the counters and table as Emmalee darts for her toy chest in the living room.
“Hey,” he shouts with a giggle. “Get back here and wash those hands.”
“Coming.” She groans and drags the fairy wand she managed to sneak from the pile before walking back toward the bathroom.
“Love you, tater tot,” he says to her as she disappears down the hall.
“Love you,” she groans back.
A chuckle escapes my throat. “You two are adorable.”
“Oh!” He drops the dirty paper towel into the trash and turns his attention toward me. “So, I was thinking about the trip.”
“Trip?” He’s just gotten back; how could he be planning something else already?
“To meet my parents?”
“Oh!” I turn toward the sink and away from him. Sweat sticks to my brow, my stomach does an anxious flip. “Right! That trip. What about it?”
“I know you’re nervous,” he says, but now his voice is closer.
Within a breath span, his arms scale around my waist and loop in front of me. He pulls me into him from behind, nuzzling into my short, curly hair like he always does. I try to melt into his sweet touch. I want to nuzzle him back like that—like there is nothing in the world more comforting than his smell, than the sensation of his skin on my cheek. I wish I could.
“I’m not nervous.”
“Babe.” Slowly, he turns me around to face him. “I know I’m putting a lot on you, especially with how stressed you have been with this next novel.” He pauses. “I just really want you to meet them. I want them to see the incredible”—he kisses my forehead—“amazing”—he kisses my nose—“smart”—he kisses my left cheek—“sexy”—he kisses my right cheek—“woman of my dreams.”
I look into those raindrop eyes—searching for what, I don’t know—and smile even though everything in my body is telling me to run.
“And if they don’t like me?” I ask, knowing how stupid it sounds coming out of a forty-three-year-old’s mouth. “What if they see me in my ridiculous flannel and frizzy hair and think I’m not good enough for you? What if they don’t want their son dating a woman who already has a kid? What if—”
“That will never happen.” He smiles, shaking his head before releasing me. He walks back to the table, placing his glasses on his nose before opening his phone. “And if the world glitches and that slips into the matrix,” he jokes, “then I’m happy to let you know that I would choose you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I teasingly scoff, placing my attention back on the dishes. Turning on the water, I rinse each plate.
Without making eye contact, I hear him say, “I will always choose you.” He says it so quietly, I’m not sure if he meant me to hear.
Ignoring the words now flickering on a nonstop reel in my mind, I go back to clinking dishes together in the sink. Somewhere along the way, I realize I’ve gotten lost in his statement because when I lift my eyes from the splashing water below me, there’s no one else in the room. Moments later, the rushing sound of shower water comes from behind the bathroom door.
I go back to my dishes and only when I hear the water turn off in the bathroom, do I realize I’ve washed the same plate for at least five minutes. A thud sounds at the front door, taking me back to when my body being thrown against a wall sounded the same. I drop the coffee mug in my hands, and it shatters on impact, pieces of ceramic scattering along the marble counter. My hand instinctively falls to it, determined to stop the mess from spreading, desperately trying to undo the mistakes I continue to make. A shard lodges in the crease where my pointer finger meets my thumb and I curse aloud.
“Ooh,” Emmalee says in her singsong voice. “Mommy said a bad word!”
“Oh, honey.” Charles appears out of nowhere, hands wide and trying to help. “Let me see.”
He inspects the cut, holding my hand close to his glasses as he looks for anything that reflects the light. He’s dressed for work, his tight, gray dress pants wrapped around his thigh muscles and held up by a black belt. His muted gray tie hangs loosely over his shoulder, and his wet hair drips on the counter.
“I’m okay,” I insist.
“I’ll be the judge of that.” He holds my hand closer to the overhead light to get a better angle.
The room fills with the smell of his aftershave, with his natural earthy scent. Was there ever a time I actually liked how that smells?
With delicate precision, he pulls a speck of glass from my skin just as the thud on the door echoes again through the house.
“Dammit.” I sigh, pulling my hand back.
“I’ll get it!” calls Emmalee.
As soon as the last word leaves her mouth, Charles and I both shout in unison, “No!”
“You know you never answer the door,” Charles warns, his voice firm but gentle. “Or the phone, while we’re on the topic.”
“I’m going to clean this up in the bathroom,” I say, squeezing a paper towel into the crimson blood trickling down my finger. “It’s probably just Joan.”
Charles heads over to answer it. “Good morning,” his voice fades behind me as I close the bathroom door.
Leaning against the counter, my head hung low, I don’t register the pain in my hand. All I can think of is the words that tumbled so effortlessly from his lips just minutes ago. He would choose me, if it came down to it. He would put me before his own family. Isn’t that what true love is supposed to be?
The problem is, I don’t think I can say the same.
Looking up into the mirror, I watch as tears fill my already puffy eyes. I force them back as I bite my lip and run my fingers through my hair. I wipe the wetness beneath my eyelids, brushing the droplets off my rosy cheeks.
Unlocking the door, I walk back through the kitchen. Beside the coat rack, Joan is standing with her arm around her wife, Bridget—the only person on this entire planet who could snatch up and domesticate such a free spirit.
“Hey, you two.” I smile. “Coffee?”
“She made me chug a Red Bull with her before leaving the house this morning.” Bridget grimaces, and I choke on the secondhand indigestion just thinking about it. “That was the only way I could convince her to get to Jenny’s BakeHouse right as they opened.”
“Oh, here we go.” Charles grins from the kitchen, his hands flexing as he wraps his tie around the blue collar of his shirt.
“BakeHouse!” Emmalee screeches, and we all cover our ears.
“Only the sweetest for our little sweet,” Joan coos.
Emmalee drops to the floor and slips on her shoes and coat. After Charles’s tie is firmly secured around his neck, he grabs a juice and snacks from the fridge for her backpack.
“You two spoil her way too much,” I say, secretly thankful for it every day.
“Never.” Joan smirks. “This is the right amount of spoiling for my only niece.”
“There’s no other way,” Bridget adds.
“She just had breakfast.” I grab Emma’s favorite toy tiara off the kitchen table and stuff it into the backpack Charles hands over. “I should be done working around four, if you want to bring her back after that.”
“I’d love to catch up,” Charles interrupts, giving each of them a half hug as he makes his way to the door with his briefcase in hand, “but I have a meeting to get to.” He grabs his suit jacket from the hanger, effortlessly sliding it over his arms and broad shoulders.
“Man,” Joan mumbles beneath her breath.
“I know,” Bridget whispers back.
Ignoring them both, I kiss him quickly. “See you for dinner.”
“Always.”
“Wait,” I shout as he’s closing the door. “We haven’t run down the whole family thing!”
“Later, love!” Just as quickly as my goodbye, he’s gone.
“If only I weren’t gay,” Joan says.
“I know!” Bridget nudges her shoulder. “That’s man candy.”
“Totally man candy.” Joan’s gaze is still locked onto the closed door.
“Enough, you two,” I try to say seriously, but it just comes across as a sarcastic flirt.
“Just because we’re lesbians doesn’t mean we can’t appreciate a fine-looking man.” Joan has her arms wrapped around Bridget.
I just laugh. “You’re killing me.”
Emmalee finishes tying her shoes, and she stands before them, ready with anticipation. And I think, this is what so many hope for, right?



CHAPTER 8
MAEVE
I PULL MY BEIGE SUITCASE down the hallway and into the entryway, then check my purse one last time. I have exactly a half hour in which to get my shit together and get out the door for my flight. Hairbrush: check. ChapStick: check. Earplugs: check. Travel pillow: check. Ibuprofen for those inevitable screaming kids and the loss of what little sanity I have left: check.
“Got everything, sweet cheeks?” Julian rounds the corner, bronze skin shining between his neon-green tank top and shorts, with Molly in his arms.
“You do realize she’s not an actual baby, right?”
He gasps, holding Molly even tighter and shielding her floppy ears from my betrayal. She lays her head on his shoulder; I am certainly outnumbered in this game.
“We don’t listen to negativity,” he tells her, his voice mimicking a first-time parent talking to his newborn, “now, do we, Molly girl?”
While I pretend to barf, he sets Molly down. She rushes to the bolstered dog bed beneath the fireplace in the living room, leaving us with the echo from her collar tags throughout the hall. I pull her leash from the coat closet and sling it over my shoulder, silently going through my nonexistent checklist.
“I think I have everything,” I say, making another mental note of each piece of clothing stuffed into the oversized suitcase and my bag.
“Didn’t Martine tell you to bring someone home?” His hip presses against the door, blocking my exit. He flourishes his rainbow-colored sunglasses in the air as if to say I should take the hint.
“A woman, Jule.” I laugh because I know Martine would eat Julian up like candy.
“I’m close enough,” he scoffs, kicking his leg in the air for good measure. He might have missed his calling as a Rockette.
“You’ll make a beautiful wife one day.” I give him a peck on the cheek before opening the closet and grabbing a jacket to tuck over my bag.
“You’re missing out,” he says with a grin. “I’m forever material.”
“Damn straight.”
“Don’t forget about me.” He sighs, finally moving from the door and plopping down on the chaise in the corner.
“I’ll see you next week. Molly,” I call, and she barrels down the hallway like an uncoordinated toddler. After linking her collar to the leash, I open the front door.
Julian scoffs, his head shaking back and forth. “Love you, brat.”
“Don’t forget to water the snake plant in the office.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
I give him one last hug as the warm August air wraps around us.
“Have some fun, will you? Loosen up a little.”
“I’ll try.”
“Call me tomorrow? I’ll give you an update on how the plants are doing.”
“Hopefully they’re still alive by then,” I joke. “Love you.”
As I lead Molly through the door, she and I turn around just in time to see Julian wave once more. We make our way to the car with the sound of the suitcase’s wheels grinding through the air.
“Bye, my little love!” he shouts from the stoop.
The driver opens the back door for us, and Molly leaps in. Looking back at Julian’s arms waving in the wind, I can feel my heart expand Grinch style in my chest.
“I know, I know,” I shout through the window. “You’re talking to Molly.”
He blows me a kiss as Molly and I get settled, and then we’re off.
Her tail never stops thumping the entire time we’re sitting in standstill traffic at the off-ramp to the airport. Her nose smudges the glass as she visibly fights the urge to bark at the bicyclists zooming past her.
Once there, we make it through the airport checkpoint and security in record time. Molly’s a model citizen, smiling at everyone passing by her and rocking the bright-orange service dog vest she earned last year in training. I’m convinced she’s better behaved than most on two feet. She’s certainly less rude.
All I have left to worry about is passing the seventeen gates in this terminal to get to ours. I check my watch as we continue to bob and weave through the crowd. A woman in what looks like a parka—which seems a bit much for summer Northeast weather, but hey—appears out of nowhere with an oversized slice of cheesecake stuffed in her mouth, and I jump to avoid bumping into her. It seems like everyone in New York City decided to hop on a morning flight today.
I tuck my purse tighter beneath my arm and take a deep breath. Leaning against the green barrier to the Starbucks pickup area to my right, I gain my composure. Something about the ruckus of crowded places just makes me lightheaded.
When I finally make it to gate eighteen, I’m surprised by all the empty blue seats. A moment of panic rushes over me as I check my watch one last time. There’s no possible way I’m late.
Thank whatever woman is above. I still have at least fifty-eight minutes until our flight boards.
I take my favorite seat near the boarding desk—the one closest to the wall of glass, where I can feel the vibrating particles in the air as each plane takes off—and excitement finally rushes over me.
The quiet feels like home. The calm eases all the tension in my shoulders. I can sit and read—something I don’t have a lot of time for these days—mindlessly waiting until my boarding group is called. I can be a fly on the wall, an insignificant chess piece waiting in the shadows. I savor such moments, the way time slows instead of quickens.
It feels like only a few minutes pass, but suddenly, a noise comes over the speaker above my head. One of the perks of having Molly licensed as a support animal—of course besides all the work she does in community centers throughout our city—is advanced boarding.
They call my name, and we make our way toward the empty boarding tunnel. Before any other group is allowed to even line up, my bag is above our seat and I’m wearing my noise-canceling earbuds.
Molly sits to my left, her nose pinned to the window as her gaze darts across the airfield to each safety officer waving an orange wand below. I pay the big bucks of course, but she gets the best seat.
I open my book back up, silently hoping no one takes the seat to my right, and get lost within the pages as passengers fill in around me. Molly pays them no mind while she focuses on the bustle of people in yellow safety vests loading suitcases into the hangar below her.
In my peripheral vision, I watch the line of passengers lengthen by the second. Scowls plague their expressions, their wrists obnoxiously flipping to check their watches as if this minor convenience will lengthen their flight by hours. In front of me is a woman struggling to place her carry-on in the overhead storage bin over the seats of the other side of the aisle. Her curves push into the empty seat beside me, and I have to pull my eyes away from her backside as the world comes back into focus.
“Here.” I stand behind her, taking the bag from where it is still sticking out of the overhead bin in her grasp. Effortlessly, I swing it to my side of the aisle and slide the suitcase beside mine into the bins over my seat.
Her strawberry-blonde hair brushes my face as she turns around. It takes me a moment before I let go of her luggage because it’s impossible for someone to smell that sweet, that much like the honeysuckle bushes I used to play beside as children.
“Perfect fit,” I say, a smile on my lips as I turn to face the woman who literally took my breath away with one inhale of her aroma, whose curves would be best admired up close.
“Dr. Raleigh?” Her familiar voice wraps around my ears, and my jaw literally pops open.
What’s that they say about positional awareness? I’m in the middle of the largest airport in New York State, with one hundred and thirty-one gates. The chances of someone knowing me? Impossible. The chances of that person being on the same plane as me? Come on!
“Brielle?”
Revision to my previous note to self: call Monica ASAP.
“Excuse me?” A gruff-looking man coughs behind me, and we both whip around.
“Sorry.” I fake a smile toward his attitude and plop back into my seat.
Brielle gracefully slides into the seat next to me. Everyone rushes past us, and I watch as they hastily throw their bags above their seats. Brielle leans forward and beams at Molly.
I don’t know why, but I feel embarrassed after our text message from days ago. I think I stepped over a line, and I didn’t know how to reel it back after that. After checking her out moments ago, I most certainly need to discuss her referral in our next session. I just need to figure out how to do it gracefully.
“It looks like the line is thinning.” I make a gesture toward the empty aisle as flight attendants latch the overhead bins. “Do you want to find your seat?”
Brielle’s expression breaks, and I hang on the way she laughs. It’s so casual, so melodic, that I wish I could hear it again.
What? No, Maeve. Dammit, what has gotten into you?
“I thought I did.” She chuckles. “24A.”
I look at the seat numbers above us and realize she’s right where she’s supposed to be.
“Out of all the flights leaving the city, out of all the planes, all the seats,” I say, a smile dancing on my lips. “We end up sitting together on the same one? That has to be in Merriam-Webster’s dictionary under serendipity.”
“I was going to say you were following me.” She laughs again. “California, huh?”
I nod. “Work or pleasure?”
She smiles as she reaches in front of me to scratch Molly on the head. “Personal. You?”
“Vacation.”
The lights in the cabin dim as a gravelly voice overtakes the speakers above us. A flight attendant stands at the end of the aisle with a cut seat belt held out in front of him. His greasy hair is slicked back, a red tie caught in the collar of his shirt. He pays no mind to any of it as he describes how to properly latch the same type of seat belt we’ve been using for decades.
Brielle leans back in her seat as we sit in silence and listen. Her hands wander to the floor, searching for something in her bag.
“So, is there a lucky someone going on this vacation with you?” She finally finds what she was searching for.
I attempt to get a look at the cover of the book she pulls out but fail miserably as she tucks it beneath her arm.
“Oh. Is it okay that I ask you that?”
Perceptive as ever.
“Absolutely. Out in the wild, we’re just two people talking. Me vacationing is not a normal occurrence. I’m just visiting family. It’s long overdue.” I don’t mention how badly the last romantic vacation blew up in my face.
“You don’t strike me as a Californian.”
Just as a playful joke is about to roll off my tongue, the plane jerks forward—only moving from our terminal toward the appropriate lane on the tarmac—and I watch Brielle’s eyes widen and her face pale.
“Are you okay?” I ask, placing my full attention on how red her clenched knuckles are. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” She shakes her head. “I’m fine.”
“Are you afraid of flying?” A smile tugs behind the seriousness I try to emanate.
“No,” she argues, her tone unconvincing as she fights a nervous-looking smile. “Not really.”
“Hmm.” I turn toward where I just set down my book next to Molly.
“I’ve just never flown before,” she blurts out.
I’m speechless. Who in this day and age, especially someone living in the city, hasn’t been on an airplane?
“Are there supposed to be this many bumps in the pavement?”
“Actually, I think it’s mostly considered tar.”
She allows a forced-sounding chuckle, but her hands move to the armrests as we crawl further. The tips of her fingers are bright pink beneath the pressure.
“So,” I continue, knowing that only a conversation will take her mind off her rising heart rate, “what are your plans for California?”
“I’m meeting Charles’s parents.” Her grip releases as we come to a full stop, the pilot waiting for his go-ahead. She pulls an overpriced airport water bottle from her bag and takes several gulps.
“Over the course of the year you’ve been with Charles, you haven’t met his parents yet?”
“Am I being charged for this session?” There’s a giggle on the back end of her words, but that doesn’t stop the way each syllable stabs my gut.
No one talks about what happens after you become a psychologist. No matter how casual a conversation is, every thought from others circles back to whether or not I’m analyzing them. I’m not denying I don’t over evaluate people’s actions, but it’s not like I carry around my notepad with me either. Well, I do, but I don’t take it out. It doesn’t matter that we’re miles away from my office; I’m not seen as a person anymore.
“I’m sorry,” she says, and it surprises me. “I didn’t mean for that to come across as it did. Do you get that a lot?”
Her understanding catches me off guard. I’m the one who sees beyond the mask, that considers the way our expressions change when we think no one is looking. I’ve never had anyone look at me that closely before.
“Sometimes,” I lie, and she offers me a brief smile. It looks familiar, forced almost, but sympathetic at the same time. I know I’ve given others the same.
I absorb the silence surrounding me, but I don’t want to admit how uncomfortable it is. In my profession, there isn’t silence. There’s always something to fill the air: words, cries, shouts, always something. And usually, I’m the one gently tugging for those responses. Usually, I can fill the space. Not knowing how to talk with another person is territory I’ve never traveled before, and I don’t like it. Not one bit.
I consider what to say next, how to come across as casual and interested instead of making Brielle feel interrogated. I’m saved by the glowing seat belt sign illuminating above our heads. A woman’s voice booms through the cabin with the final instructions for takeoff. Everyone suddenly takes their seats, and the sound of closing bin latches fills the stagnant air.
I pull Molly’s seat belt harness from my bag and secure her into the straps. She turns toward me, her tongue hanging out of the side of her mouth, and smiles so widely that I can see the corners of her green eyes pull. After I kiss her snout, she shifts in her seat and focuses on the world outside once again.
The plane moves, and the subtle force pushes me into my seat. This is my favorite part about flying: feeling the weightlessness take over my entire body as we soar through low clouds. It makes me feel alive, completely untouchable, in a way I can’t feel on two feet.
Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Brielle’s hands release the book in her lap and gravitate back to the armrests. Looking out of the window, I watch the tarmac move beneath me. The far-off grass field sways, and suddenly, the tree line blurs.
The plane bounces twice before bounding into the air. The pressure against my chest grows, and I open my mouth to get rid of the clogged feeling in my ears. In just moments, we’ll be soaring above those strung cotton-candy clouds.
The plane dips just slightly and then turns toward our flight track. Out of nowhere, Brielle’s arm flings in front of me and clasps onto my hand. Her chest is rising and falling so fast, I’m not sure how she isn’t gasping for air. Her face is pale, her ears bright red. Her eyes are so wide that I can almost see the honey scattered throughout her dark irises.
“Oh God. Oh God. Oh God,” she mumbles beneath ragged breaths. Her eyes are squeezed closed, small wrinkles forming between her eyebrows.
“Brielle,” I say, my voice soft enough to feel like a blanket’s caress. “Breathe in through your mouth and out through your nose.”
She opens her eyes and gazes right at me and through the other side. They’re so wide, so distraught, that I finally understand the saying about deer in headlights.
She does as she’s told, and her shoulders start to loosen. Another shift in direction shakes the cabin, and she’s back to squeezing her eyes closed. My fingertips are going numb from her grip, but the pain doesn’t matter. All I’m worried about is her.
“I’m going to die. Oh God. What am I doing?” Her voice shakes as she speaks, and my chest feels heavy.
“Turbulence is normal,” I say, silently scrambling through the psychoeducation textbook I have tucked away in my mind, searching for anything that could help. “We’re climbing to the required altitude, and then everything will level out. Nothing bad is going to happen. Everything is okay.”
“How do you know?” She gets the words out between gritted teeth. Then her focus shoots toward her hand and its death grip on mine. “Oh God,” she shouts. “I’m sorry!”
She pulls her hand away, and I try not to think about how cold my fingers now are without them. With jerky movements, she forces her hands into her own lap. Her grip visibly tightens. Her nails must be poking into her palms.
“Hey.” My hand tentatively moves toward her.
Reaching across the space between us, I place my hand on top of hers. The way her tense muscles soften sends relief rolling through me. Releasing her own fingers, she wraps her damp palms around mine.
“Look at me,” I say, my voice pleading but gentle.
She doesn’t even hesitate as her gaze finds mine.
“Let’s just talk for a little while. Why isn’t Charles here with you?”
“He,” she says, taking a deep breath as she closes her eyes again.
“No.” I shake my head. “Eyes on me, Brielle.”
She opens them again, her gaze intense. “He got called away on business last night as we were finishing packing. He said he would meet me there today.”
“How’s Emmalee doing?” I don’t allow her to focus on anything other than the response forming in her head.
“She’s great,” she says with a light cough. “She’s staying with my sister and her wife at their Connecticut cabin while we’re away.”
My eyebrows shoot toward the ceiling of the cabin. Gay, and old enough to be married? I misjudged that relationship.
“I thought your sister was young? The Barbie movie?”
“She’s younger,” Brielle says. “Than me, that is. I mean, I’m forty-three years old. Almost everyone is younger than me these days. Joan is twenty-eight, but she’s a very young twenty-eight.”
The plane reaches the appropriate altitude, and the seat belt light flickers off. Flight attendants stroll down the walkway, handing out small bottles of wine and water as they pass.
I look past Molly’s smiling face and get momentarily lost at the sight of hovering this high above the clouds. This must be what astronauts feel like, this feeling of existing between the lines.



CHAPTER 9
BRIELLE
THE DING OF THE SEAT belt alarm chimes within the static screaming in my ears. I look up just in time to see the red flashing icon disappear above my head.
“She sounds like a great little sister.” Dr. Raleigh smiles softly. “See, we’re in the air, and everything is okay. The wind sometimes affects the plane, and the pilots have to adjust to find a balance.”
My shoulders slump as I feel the plane level out, as if floating in one place.
“Just like you said.” I gulp audibly. Squeezing my eyes so tight that I see neon stars beneath my eyelids, I nod repeatedly. Then I feel it: Dr. Raleigh’s warm hand lays on top of mine. I keep my eyes closed as she swirls her thumb along my finger.
Usually, any sudden movement like this would make me jump. While picking Emmalee up from dance practice just last week, I zoned out, my attention out the window. Janelle, her instructor, placed a hand on my shoulder as children ran past us and toward their Michael Kors-wearing mothers. I jumped so far backward, I fell right into the upcoming recital’s swan display, which in turn, toppled onto Danielle’s mother and spilled her ten-dollar latte all over her white designer coat. I mean, who drinks that much Starbucks and can honestly still afford rent in this overpopulated city? And don’t even get me started on the designer claws they call nails.
I don’t think anyone has ever described me as being graceful.
I just don’t like being touched, and that is what I tell myself because that’s what makes sense. There’s no reason that I’m struggling with Charles so much, other than the fact that there’s just something wrong with me. It’s that simple, and if it’s that simple, of course it can be fixed.
It hits me in the gut, the fact that I didn’t jump when Dr. Raleigh touched me. I didn’t cower. I didn’t pull away, even though consciously I know I’m safe. When she reached her hand across our armrest, I couldn’t see her moving toward me. Yet, as those fingers wrapped around mine, I didn’t even flinch.
Without thinking, I place my other hand over hers. After taking a deep breath, I allow the warm feeling cascading down my body, because I don’t remember the last time I’ve been this close to someone. I don’t remember the last time someone’s presence was so genuinely, excruciatingly comforting.
Without lifting my head from the seat, I turn my face toward her. My eyebrows raise when I realize she’s in the same position—head resting against the seat, face turned toward me, crystal clear eyes twinkling beneath the dim lighting—and I can’t help the effortless smile stretching across my face.
She smiles back, and there’s a spark in the air as our gazes lock. I watch hers trail from my eyes to my lips and then back up to my eyes. It’s as if I can hear the heavy breath causing her chest to rise so high. Everything fades away as I get lost in imagining what it would feel like to touch the beauty mark she hides on the corner of her chin or trace her soft nose with my fingertips.
“Water?” A stewardess appears behind me.
Holy hell. What am I thinking? Once again, I jump at the sudden sound of someone else too close, and then the moment is gone.
“What?” I gasp, turning to face the yellow-blonde haired woman in a tight blue dress, a red handkerchief her only pop of color.
“No, thank you.” Dr. Raleigh smiles, straightening her posture.
The stewardess robotically asks the next person the same question, catching a stray bag of peanuts slipping toward the floor with catlike reflexes before making her way toward the end of the aisle.
Once again, we’re alone. Well, as alone as you can be in a fully booked economy airliner with your knees touching the back of the person in front of you.
I can still feel how her gaze landed on me, the link stretching between us when her hand held mine. The air felt so charged, the hair on my arms rose with the currents swirling between us.
Dr. Raleigh stares out of the window, her hand absently stroking Molly’s back, and I suddenly fear it was all in my head. Did that really happen? The way our eyes found each other? The way everyone and everything else fell into the blur of tunnel vision? The way time slowed instead of quickened? The way I melted into her touch instead of running from it?
“Thank you,” I say quietly. “I guess you were right. It just wasn’t my time to die yet.”
“You, Brielle Stone”—and there’s that familiar smile, as if we’re separated only by that coffee table in her office—“would find a far more original way to die than a plane crash.”
In the twinkle of her eye—there just for a moment and then gone in the time it takes me to blink—I know she felt something change too.
* * *
I wish I could say that I found plane landings to be better than takeoffs, but that would be an egregious lie. Mortification washes over me in a damp sweat as I squeeze my eyes closed, my breath caught in my throat. Once again, the warmth of Dr. Raleigh’s hands on mine spreads throughout my entire body. The air is silent, other than the sound of screeching tires on the tarmac beneath us.
When we’re fully settled at our arrival gate, I have no words to fill the space. After the captain’s approval to unbuckle, the aisle floods with impatient people desperately searching for their bags.
Standing, I pull my pant legs from where they glued themselves to my sweaty calves. Dr. Raleigh squeezes beside me, pulling my bag down first from the overhead bin and then her own as I continue to straighten out my wrinkled shirt.
Within the mass of other fliers, she takes her suitcase in one hand and Molly’s leash in the other. I follow her as she makes her way off the plane, the unusual awkwardness of the silence straining my tired nerves.
Once we’re in the terminal, we stop just between the next set of gates. I pull my suitcase to a halt and then turn toward her. Molly immediately sits patiently at her feet, bright eyes looking up at us both.
“I hope you have a good visit with your family, Dr. Raleigh. You deserve a break.”
“I don’t know about that.” She chuckles, pulling her long, dark hair up and into a messy bun. She looks so casual, so dressed down in her faded blue jeans and baggy sweater. She’s different this way, so much more human, to the point that I almost forget our relationship.
“I’m going to get a drink.” I motion toward the airport bar nestled in the corner. “I think I’ll need it for the week I have ahead.”
Dr. Raleigh’s eyes turn downward, dimming just slightly, as if she thinks I plan to down my sorrows instead of facing them head-on.
“Would you like to join me?”
The question leaves my lips before I can fully understand what I’ve just asked. This is my therapist, not a friend. Not a social encounter. Not someone I can just ask to have a drink with me. It doesn’t matter if it feels as if I’ve known her forever.
Opening my mouth, I try to take it back. “I’m sorry, Dr. Raleigh. I don’t know why I asked you that. I understand that would be inapprop—”
“I could use a drink,” she interjects, that smile completely disarming.
My shoulders relax, tension slipping through my fingertips.
“House white, please,” I say to the bartender once we’re both situated on the most uncomfortable stools I’ve ever sat on.
“Oh.” Dr. Raleigh sighs, eyeing the line of wine and liquor behind the young man. “For the day I’m about to have”—she grins playfully—“gin and tonic, please.”
“Coming right up.” He winks, pauses for a moment as he takes her in, and then disappears to the other side to pull the appropriate bottle from beneath the counter.
“Well, well.” I bounce my shoulders and flourish my eyebrows. “Someone likes you.”
Dr. Raleigh looks up from where she just tied Molly’s leash around the leg of her chair. “What?” she asks with no sense of understanding in her tone. “Him?”
I bounce my eyebrows tauntingly, almost successful at fighting the giggle forming in my throat. “That wink.” I gasp, fanning myself with both hands as if swooning to the point of almost falling off my stool.
A light rouge tints her cheeks, and it looks so unfamiliar on her natural, sun-soaked skin. Even though it’s obvious she’s trying not to, she smirks as he places a glass of wine in front of me and then carefully slides her clear choice of drink near her hand.
“I’m here if you need anything else.” He smiles, his voice deeper than his wrinkle-free face can account for. He offers another wink before attending to the quickly growing line of overtired businessmen in the corner, waving their hands.
Dr. Raleigh looks back toward me, just to see if I’m still watching. Hiding my grin behind my glass, I take a sip and allow the dry coldness to overtake me.
“Stop it.” She laughs. “He’s so not my type.”
“Young, tall, ripped, and handsome?”
“Not in the least,” she mumbles, almost low enough that I can barely make out the words.
This time, she takes a drink far too long to be casual, as if giving her lips something to do other than open and form sentences. There is something about her wavering composure that catches me off guard.
“Does Molly always travel with you?” I ask, desperate to change the subject and see her confidence back in its correct place.
“Not usually.” Dr. Raleigh beams down at the fully speckled puff ball curled at her feet. “On my usual business trips, Julian pampers her. For any trip longer than a weekend, I can’t bear to leave her home. Plus, my mother would die if I didn’t bring home her favorite grandchild.”
“Julian?” I ask, intrigued to learn about the man in her life, at what qualities someone might possess to capture someone who shines so brightly.
Before Dr. Raleigh can respond, her phone buzzes on the bar before us. She immediately reaches for it, almost as if desperate for the break in what little conversation we’ve had.
She chuckles to herself. “Speak of the devil.” Then turning toward me, she adds, “I have to take this, but I’ll be right back.”
She slides from her stool, Molly completely unaware, and walks toward the end of the counter with the phone to her ear. I don’t mean to eavesdrop, but as I swirl the wine in front of me, I can’t help myself.
“Yes, love,” she chirps, her cheeks pulled up in the most unforced smile I’ve ever seen. “We landed safely. I’m just grabbing a quick drink before calling for the car. Yes.” She nods. “Yes,” she repeats with a giggle. I don’t want to admit how easy it is for my eyes to find the way her soft fingertips twirl her glossy hair, and how the left side of her smile quirks up while she listens. “I won’t forget.” Another pause. “Okay, I’ll talk to you soon. Love you too.”
Hastily, I pull my attention back to the glass in front of me. As my palms grow damp, I close my eyes and take a deep breath to lower my rising heartbeat. Only realizing the regret after I do it, I down the rest of my wine in one swallow. With more than twenty years since my last college chug, I don’t miss the burn.
She walks back to me, taking her seat, and I can’t help but think about how I watched her. The warmth radiates from her smile when she looks at me, allowing me to feel calm and at home around her.
Holy shit. Do I find Dr. Raleigh attractive? Well, there goes the thought of any future session with her.
Thinking about it is suddenly too much. This is the person who knows the darkest, most dreaded parts of myself. This is not someone I can have a casual drink with and talk with like a friend. There’s too much collected in the dust behind us for that.
“I should get going.” I immediately regret the words as what looks like disappointment taints her expression.
Her eyebrows rise subtly, lips beginning to part, but just a fraction. “Oh,” she says, checking her watch. “You’re right. I should get going too.”
We both stand, pushing our empty glasses further across the lacquered countertop. With my hand gripped on the suitcase handle and Dr. Raleigh’s around Molly’s leash, we both still, as if waiting for something, as if we’re not the ones who abruptly halted the conversation.
“I’ll see you for our virtual appointment?” Dr. Raleigh asks, almost sounding hopeful.
“Of course.” I smile softly, not able to hold it back around her calming presence.
“If you need me before then, if this week becomes too much—” Her voice fades as she considers her next words.
“I’ll call you,” I say quietly, a slow nod following my promise.
“I’m not sure I can trust you, Ms. Stone.”
“You can. I kept my last promise.” I don’t give her a second to consider my words. In the stale, recirculated terminal air, I head toward the exit.



CHAPTER 10
MAEVE
JUST AS MY UBER CRAWLS out of the driveway behind me, the teal-painted front door of my parent’s beach house swings open with a thud.
“My baby!” Mom stands at the forefront, arms starfished out around her, impatiently waiting for me to climb the ten steps toward her.
“Ma!”
Her thin, long arms wrap around me like they used to as the smell of fresh-baked bread from behind her fills my nose. “Oh, I missed you,” she says, breathing in my airport hair with a huff.
Dad walks around the corner from the study with an iced bourbon in his hands, his checkered sweater tight around his round frame. “Give her some air, darling!”
“Leave me alone, William,” she groans. “How often do I get to hold our little ones anymore?”
“Again”—I laugh, pulling away from her and unleashing Molly at my ankles—“I haven’t been little in some time.”
As we stand in the foyer, she picks up Molly, who is far too big to continue being held like a baby. Molly melts in her embrace, her eyes tightly squeezed closed as Mom holds her tighter as she walks inside. Traitor.
“Hey, Dad.” I give him a peck on the cheek as I slip out of my sneakers.
“Perfect timing,” he says gruffly, taking a sip of his drink before continuing. “Chaz should be here shortly, and Ezra is already waiting on the patio out back.”
All three of us walk beyond the dining room toward the kitchen, where the vintage grape-patterned wallpaper still clings for dear life. I take in the feeling of the white tile beneath my feet, the sound of my parents’ voice as they list everything they’ve waited for us to do, the smell of salt—sticky in the air—the feeling of home surrounding me. It always surprises me how much I miss it in the short year it takes for me to be in this very spot again.
Opening the sliding door to the backyard overlooking the ocean, I find Ezra leaning over the patio wall. His dark hair is longer, almost touching his shoulders, and even more unruly than last time I saw him. A new tattoo scales up his arm in a dragon-like manner, disappearing just behind his white linen shirt, and I know there’s a story about it that I can’t wait to hear.
Molly finds her bed in the corner beneath the beating sun and sprawls out. In preparation for her usual sunbathing, she rolls onto her back, tongue hanging out of her mouth. She’ll alternate between chasing crabs on the shoreline and breathing in the misty air when there aren’t hands smothering her speckled fur with love.
“Ezra!” I pull his lanky body into a hug before he even registers I’m standing before him. “What have you been up to?”
“Ugh!” Mom taunts. “What hasn’t he been up to? Flying off to London, sauntering through Belize.”
“You mean making money while playing music and loving what I’m doing,” he mocks, flashing me that rock star smile.
“I’m happy you’re doing so well.” I’m somewhat taken aback by the new sparkle in his young eyes.
“How’s the big city?” He knows all too well that he’s asked to come and see my place more times than I can count. There’s just not enough time these days to consider entertaining a rowdy twenty-something while balancing my schedule.
“Loud as always.” I pour myself another gin and tonic. The first of many here, I’m sure. “It’s so good to be home.”
As I look up, their voices fade around me once I’m momentarily lost in the sight of the rippling ocean. Faintly, I can hear Ezra talking about his next booking in Miami and can imagine the sound my mother’s eyes make when she rolls them, like a butterfly causing a tsunami somewhere thousands of miles away.
I take in the reverberation of the waves pushing the wind towards the house, the white noise of the water lapping against wet sand. The way the blue turns to black as it touches the sunset dipping beneath the horizon, pulls me in urgently. It all wraps my body in such calmness that I forget how the honking and yelling outside my window in the city has become so normal; it doesn’t register when my father calls my name.
“Mae, are you coming?” He’s standing behind me hesitantly, my brother and mother already making their way back inside. “Chaz is here.”
“Coming.” I smile back at him, leaning into his familiar rough touch on my shoulder.
He offers his free arm, the one not gripping his bourbon possessively, and I take it graciously. We walk back in, arm in arm, as my mother’s squeals bounce off the vaulted twelve-foot ceiling.
Leaning toward me, he whispers, “You’ll have to catch me up on everything you’ve been doing with your practice this evening.”
Seeing how proud he is of me and what I’ve accomplished has never gotten old.
“I’d love to.”
“Oh, my boy!” Mom’s voice carries toward us, her arms held out wide as she tackles into Chaz’s solid embrace. “You’re not eating enough,” she says, her voice muffled through his polo, her head buried so deep, she might be sniffing out what type of laundry detergent he uses.
“Nice to see you too, Ma.” Chaz laughs in the husky way he’s always had, even through his pubescent years. “And I’m eating plenty.”
“Do you think we’ll ever get the first hug in?” Dad asks beneath his breath.
I can’t stifle my giggle fast enough. “Never,” I scoff. “Martine doesn’t come second. Ever.”
“Here, let me take your bags.” Mom ushers to grab them from his weakening grasp; Dyson vacuum coming in full force.
“Before you do that.” He stops her, looking up toward the three of us hovering behind her. “Everyone”—he smiles bigger and brighter than I’ve ever seen before—“I have someone special I want you to meet.”
“Ohhh,” Ezra exaggeratedly squeaks, just quiet enough for Chaz not to hear. “It’s the girl!”
“Woman,” Dad corrects sarcastically.
“Will you two stop it?” I lightly smack Ezra in the gut, which he accepts with a grunt.
“Our jet-setter is finally settling down.” Dad wipes a fake tear from beneath his eyes. “I think this occasion could be worthy of those matching tattoos you keep begging so much for, Ez.”
“You two are incorrigible,” I whisper, shaking my head.
Mom pops her head up so quickly, feigning surprise, as if he hasn’t told her about his mystery woman. She drops her grasp on the suitcase and holds her hands together in front of herself, her feet shifting uncontrollably.
I can’t help but relish this feeling. There’s this tightness, like a hug around my heart, that squeezes my insides: the happiness seeping through Chaz’s pores, the giddiness of my mother’s anticipation, and finally being in the place that makes the rest of this hectic world seem worth it. This is perfect in every way.
“Honey,” Chaz calls as he opens the front door.
Before I can tell him how rude it was to leave her outside, I hear a soft voice on the other side. “I’ll call soon, tater tot,” she half whispers. The voice almost sounds familiar, but it’s not until she walks through the threshold that it clicks.
Her strawberry-blonde hair is freshly curled, and bright highlights frame her face. Uncharacteristically, she’s wearing a loose dress, patterned in pale-yellow flowers, fitted just around her curvy waist and accented by tan wedge sandals. With the breeze gusting over her, she looks like spring and summer infused into one. It’s not until my wide eyes scan her body—my gaze landing on the rouge of her lips—that I even realize I’m gawking.
“Everyone, this is my incredibly beautiful girlfriend, Brielle.”
As I mouth the name in the same second Chaz says it, the situation hits me square in the chest.
I’ve seen moments like this unfold in movies and books: when something so incredibly crazy happens, an actor’s mouth falls wide open. I’ve studied the fear in their eyes, the way their pupils expand until their eye color is barely visible. It’s fascinating, really. I never thought that could happen in real life because who wouldn’t realize their mouth was hanging open, right?
That is, until now.
Standing with my hip against the wall—because, frankly, I’m unsure if my trembling knees can hold me up on their own, my wide eyes are only overshadowed by the fact that my mouth is entirely open.
“Ah!” Mom screeches as both Ezra and Dad cringe. “It’s so nice to meet you!” She tries to play it cool by giving Brielle a gentle hug instead of the bear-collapsing hold I know she wants to deep down.
“This is my youngest sibling, Ezra,”—Chaz continues to beam like he’s found the sacred treasure chest—“and my father, William.”
“Chaz!” Ezra shouts, wrapping his arms around his brother while they beat each other’s backs like they’re still kids wrestling on the living room floor.
“Chaz?” Brielle’s amusement pulls at the corners of her twinkling eyes.
He laughs. “The worst nickname in history.” His features are so much sharper and more defined since I last saw him.
Chaz.
Chazzy.
Charles.
Chaz is Brielle’s Charles.
I think I’m going to be sick.
They say their pleasantries, but there’s nothing but ringing in my ears because this most certainly cannot be happening. This cannot be a client in my family’s vacation home, on my brother’s arm. This cannot be someone who confided in me, who I have a standing professional relationship with. Whose boyfriend is your oldest brother and whose dirty laundry you now know. Oh, sweet baby Jesus. Where did Mom move the good liquor to?
Absent-mindedly, I turn in a circle, trying to spy where that liquid gold is hidden without running out of the room like I so desperately want to. I feel out of my body, like I’m floating ten feet above. My skin tingles, my head is swimming beneath hundreds of feet of water.
“And this,” Chaz begins.
And I wish I were the ocean. I wish I could rush out the back door and drop beneath the sunset and never, ever know what I know now.
“This is Maeve.”
It’s not until Brielle’s eyes find mine, that it very apparently clicks for her. Pink creeps from her exposed chest, up past her yellow spaghetti straps and wraps around her neck. Her ears tint, her cheeks brightening as her eyes expand at the realization in front of both of us.
I step forward with a smile, unsure of what other option there is. “It’s so nice to meet you, Brielle.” My face is excruciatingly still, given the secret that’s about to play out. “I wish I could say Chaz has told us a lot about you, but it seems he’s kept any information about you under lock and key.”
“Well,” Mom sighs contentedly, picking up the suitcase she was initially reaching for, “why doesn’t everyone freshen up? We can all have a drink on the patio before the three of you take your boards out.”
“Oh, shit,” Ezra curses. “I haven’t had them rewaxed yet!”
“Ha,” Dad bellows. “Like your mother didn’t think of that.” He swirls his ice cube once before downing the rest of his drink.
“They’re already waiting for you all on the beach,” she says over her shoulder, the sound of Chaz’s rolling suitcase echoing down the hall behind her and into his old room.
“Sweet.” Ez bumps Dad’s shoulder with his own, his grin stretching across his face. “How many poker nights did you have to cancel to get her to allow us some surf time instead of dinner out? Or did you agree to attend another opera?”
Dad scoffs, his smile lifting toward his rosy, full cheeks. “It was all her idea. Claims you all could use some more down time.”
“Could we ever,” I say quietly.
“Someone must have died.” Ezra fake-chokes.
Dad shoves Ezra gently toward the kitchen. “Just savor the moment before she changes her mind.”
“Let’s get settled, hun.” Chaz pulls Brielle beneath his arm, and her body stiffens instantly.
It’s so brief before she brushes it off that I might have imagined it. Whether consciously or not, Brielle lowers her tense shoulders and smiles up at him.
“We’ll catch up with everyone shortly,” he says, guiding her further down the hall.
Ezra and Dad make their way back out to the patio, probably to refill their already empty glasses. Left standing in the entryway, I watch the dim afternoon sunlight emerge through the stained-glass doorway, surrounding me like fog. The yellow curtains along the patio door blow with the salty breeze, and I’m rooted in place for so many minutes that I lose track. My mind doesn’t know where to begin.
Step one: Find that damn liquor.
Step two: Talk with Monica and then provide Brielle with her information as an option to continue her therapy without me.
Step three: Find a very deep hole and sink to the bottom of it.
I didn’t have a choice in how I handled seeing Brielle. It’s not my place to disclose our relationship, and if Chaz is aware of Brielle having a therapist, I don’t want him to look at me differently once he knows it’s me.
Oh, sweet baby Jesus. All that I now know.
Squeezing my eyes closed, I will away the pictures now fluttering through my head. This cannot be happening. This absolutely, without a doubt, must be a nightmare. This is some cruel cosmic joke. I mean, come on! Counseling the intimacy issues of a woman struggling to heal, that’s one thing. Those intimacy issues involving my brother?
Oh no. I think I just threw up in my mouth.
“Can we talk?”
I look up to see that Brielle is in front of me. Somewhat fazed by the fact that I didn’t see or hear anything within those moments, I try to speak, but no words come out.
“Dr. Raleigh,” she says, and a slimy shiver runs down my spine.
“Oh,” I groan, covering my eyes with my sweaty palms. “Call me Maeve.” My voice sounds like begging, and I’m mortified that I’ve allowed myself to sink so low.
“Maeve,” she corrects. “Can we talk? Please?”
My gaze bounces between the crumbling expression creased into her face and the patio, from where a laugh emanates from the circle of my family standing outside. I catch Chaz glancing this way from the doorframe, his smile still as wide as before.
I can’t have this conversation right now. Not with them watching. Not with Chaz so close.
“No,” I say abruptly, and I watch her composure crumble. “Later,” I promise. “We can discuss everything later. We should get back to them right now.”
First, I’m sure someone would find it weird if I stole away Chaz’s new girlfriend the moment he brings her home. Second, I don’t know what to say to her. I have no magical psychological wisdom. There’s no textbook in the world that outlines what to do when you find out your client—one that you accidentally checked out on the airplane during your travels—is your brother’s girlfriend.
Oh, mother above.
I’m going to die. I’m going to die of embarrassment. Julian will finally have custody of Molly and the floral loveseat he wants so badly. This is it for me.
“Hey, Ma,” Ezra hollers from the patio to where Mom is arranging a cheese board in the kitchen. “We’re going to hit a few waves and then come back in for a nightcap, if that’s okay?”
“Oh,” she sighs, her gaze pulling downward. “I thought we’d have a minute.”
“The sun is setting,” Chaz notes, pointing at the bright-orange-and-pink sky that has spread like brushstrokes just over the water’s edge.
“It would be a lot safer for us to go out now,” I add, wanting a moment to be far away from this many people. I need an outlet, a place where this reality doesn’t exist. “There’s plenty of time for chatting after.” I place a reassuring hand gently on her arm.
She groans, but we earn a small smile from her only moments before Ezra barrels down to the shoreline.
“Don’t forget your wet suit, you dufus!” I shout behind him, but he’s already rounding the crest in the sand before my words can travel that far.
“Oh, shit.” Chaz looks at Brielle. “I forgot to tell you to bring a suit.”
“That’s okay.” She smiles—a sweet, genuine smile. “I didn’t plan on surfing.”
“I have one she can borrow,” I offer without thinking, her melodic voice still rolling across my senses.
Her soft gaze bores into me, her eyes trailing up and down my body before saying lightly, “I don’t think any suit of yours will fit me.”
“I’m sure I have something.” I shrug, trying to hide the adrenaline rush of having her gaze scope along my subtle curves. “If you want to come out with us, that is.”
“Come on!” Chaz turns toward her and tangles his hand loosely in her hair. “It’ll be fun.”



CHAPTER 11
BRIELLE
SWEAT BEADS DOWN MY BACK as I round the corner past the kitchen and into the third door on the right, following Dr. Raleigh. I’m certain it isn’t the California heat raising my heart rate or temperature.
When Charles picked me up from the airport earlier, right on time as he promised, I tried explaining how nervous I was. I couldn’t play the this-seems-too-soon card because after more than a year, I probably should have already met his family. It’s only because I kept pushing it off that he waited this long.
I offered to get us a hotel so at least we wouldn’t be cooped up with each other the entire week. Reminding him of my latest deadline, I tried to express that it would be easier to sneak away to work if we had our own space. Frankly, at my age, I don’t want to spend a week living with people I don’t know.
He never spoke about them often, but then again, our conversations were usually inundated with Emmalee and our work lives—him with his business deals and faraway escapes and me describing the latest snafu with my editorial team. We agreed his family would only be involved once we were entirely sure of where our relationship was heading.
Apparently, we’re at that place. Well, at least one of us is.
When speaking of Martine and William’s interesting dynamic, Ezra with his band, and Mae, who gets lost in her work far too often, I would never have guessed a connection to any of them. Charles’ last name is different, and the name Raleigh never came up in conversation—not that explaining that he’s not biologically related to William typically would—nor did Mae’s occupation. He never showed me any pictures of his family, never gave me the chance to put the pieces together, not until it was too late and I was standing before the one person who knows the most about me.
I think back to how I was worried about winning over his family, including his sister. I guess that’s all gone out the window.
“I don’t bite,” Dr. Raleigh—Maeve—says as I hover in the doorway. “Can you close the door?” Her hands tremble, and she wipes them on her pants before turning away from me.
I’ve never seen her like this, so nervous and off-kilter. She’s somehow more beautiful this way. It’s almost as if the clothes and makeup took away from what laid beneath.
“Oh.” I swallow, trying to bring some moisture to my dry throat. “Yeah.” Awkwardly, I close the door behind me, closing us in.
“I’m sure I have something.” She stands in her walk-in closet, hands brushing a few of the dark-colored wet suits hanging to her right.
Taking a look around her room, I should be surprised by what I see, but I’m not. While this is her bedroom, there’s no sign that it was ever more than a pristine guest room. Neutral-colored throw pillows are perfectly fluffed and layered upon the bed, subtle chromatic artwork aligns along the beige walls. Two matching glass lamps with muted gray shades stand on her bedside, but nothing else is in the room besides a dresser, bench, full-length mirror, and desk overlooking the ocean. Everything in its place.
“Ah, here we go.” She pulls out a navy-blue wet suit and holds it in front of her from across the room.
After taking a few steps to meet her, she hands it to me. Suddenly, I’m unsure of what to do next. It’s like I lost all knowledge of any social cues, any idea of how to move or speak when another person is in the same room.
She sees it, sees the way I’m folding in on myself, because with the softest voice, she says, “Okay, sit down.”
She motions toward the tufted bench at the end of her queen-sized bed. She takes a seat on the opposite side, and I follow her. Leaning on her knees, she runs her hands through her disheveled long hair before using them to cover her face.
“What,” I start to ask, but I’m unsure of what exactly I want to know. “How,” I try again, but, once again, there are not enough syllables in the world that can form a coherent thought in my mind.
“Did you know?” she asks quietly, straightening her posture and facing me with those piercing eyes that see everything.
“Did I know?” I ask incredulously, completely in awe that she would even consider the possibility. “How could I have known? Did you know?”
“Chaz has always been private.” Dr. Raleigh shakes her head, her shoulders slumping in a way I’ve never seen before. “He’s always traveling for business. There’s some years when we don’t see him at all. I didn’t even know your name, and Mom—Martine—can’t remember the Tuesday hair appointment she’s had scheduled for the past ten years unless her phone reminds her.”
I can’t help the disappointed pang I feel in my gut at that admission. I was special enough to bring home but not to tell his family about.
When I turn back toward her, her expression falters. Her face softens into that look she gives anytime I’m lost, looking outside that window in her office. I don’t know why, but I wish we could be back there instead of here right now.
“Hey, no.” She shakes her head, always catching what swarms inside. “It’s not like that. He’s obviously mad about you. He’s never brought anyone home before. We’re all just really busy with our lives, and we don’t talk as much as we used to.”
“Dr. Raleigh—” I stop talking when her face scrunches in pain.
“Please,” she says quickly, running her hands through her silky hair again. “Don’t call me that.”
“Maeve.” I rub my already tired eyes with my palms. “I’m never going to get used to using your first name.”
“You have a week to practice,” she says lightly, as if a laugh will make the awkwardness go away.
“I would never have—”
She cuts me off with a sigh. “I know.”
“We should tell him,” I say matter-of-factly because of course there’s no other way around this. This is the man I plan to spend the rest of my life with, who cares for my child like his own, who I have a future with. I can’t pretend I don’t know his sister for an entire week, let alone that we don’t have a relationship that started long before today.
“No!” Maeve—it’s so weird to say that, even in my head—jumps from her place on the bench and is now pacing in front of me, her head shaking vigorously as if trying to shake out some thoughts. “We can’t tell him, Brielle.” She looks so young, so confused.
“I can’t keep this from him.” Now I’m on my feet too.
“You know I’m not one for secrets. Normally I would say that the truth is the only option, so everyone is on the same page. But what are we supposed to say? That I’m your therapist who you hired to analyze your past and current relationships, and that just so happens to mean I know a lot more about my brother than I should? Does he even know you’re seeing a mental health professional?”
“Well.” I exhale, thinking the next words will come, that something intelligent will float from my mouth, but it doesn’t. That explanation sounds absolutely awful, and, no, he doesn’t.
She’s right.
“Can you imagine how he’ll feel?” Maeve asks me, pure concern plastered across her face.
Sure, this is embarrassing for me because no one wants to have the kind of close conversations with their significant other’s sister that I’ve had with Dr. Raleigh, but I haven’t considered what she’s reeling through right now: the things we’ve talked about, what she knows about my past, the intimacy, the sex. Oh my God.
I’ve told her about sex with her brother.
“So what do we do?” I feel so out of place that I want to run. I want to hide, break it all off, and never speak about this again.
“We get through this week,” Maeve explains, now back to pacing a burn into the light hardwood beneath her. “Unless you truly think it would be the best route of action, we won’t disclose that we’ve met before, which shouldn’t be entirely difficult. When we get back to the city, I’ll send you some referrals for a new therapist.” The rest of her words drown out, a relentless riptide pulling me under.
“A new therapist?” I repeat the words, each one tasting harsh in my mouth.
I can’t find a new therapist. There won’t be anyone else in the world that can just watch me and know what I need to talk about. No one else’s voice will be able to pull me out of the past when I sink too deep. I’ve just gotten used to talking with Dr. Raleigh and feeling safe in her presence.
“Yes, I have some incredible colleagues—some even in the same building as my office—that I would highly recommend.”
“What if I don’t want to get a new therapist?” I ask, not really hearing what she said before.
“Brielle.” She sighs, that typical reassuring smile holding up her facade. Her voice transitions into something light and professional. “While you’ve made incredible strides during your sessions, I wouldn’t recommend stopping your treatment plan this suddenly.”
“I mean”—I clear my throat because I know this is going to sound crazy—“I would like to keep you as my therapist.”
Maeve just stares at me, lips slightly parted, eyes wider than before. I knew it would sound crazy. It is crazy. There’s no way I can talk to her about my romantic relationship anymore. We can never explore my intimacy issues. But maybe she can still help with everything else.
All I know is I don’t want to take the time for someone else to learn my story. Just considering the thought right now, my stomach is in knots and bile creeps into my throat. It was hard enough to tell it the first time.
“Brielle”—the sound that escapes her lips is between a gasp and a sigh—“I can’t continue to see you in a professional capacity. There are real ethical violations we’re teetering on right now.”
Of course there are, as there should be. That sort of rationality isn’t fully setting in, though.
“I know it sounds weird,” I confess. “But I feel comfortable with you, and I’m not sure I’d have that with another person. You already know so much about me.” My voice grows so quiet toward the end, the words hard to say aloud, because I know I won’t relive everything again. I would rather wither away.
I hate the pity on her face, the way her gaze wraps around me. It’s the same look she gave me when I broke down in her arms, the look that creates pounds of baggage on her back, a weighted rucksack to carry home and bear alone.
“I can’t.”
“I know. I understand,” I interrupt, saving her from explaining what we both understand.
“As of this moment, our professional relationship is terminated,” she says sternly, all the seriousness of what she’s saying felt in each syllable, but it’s almost as if regret sits just below.
I’ve been punched in the gut, the air leaving my lungs instantly. But I refuse to show her that.
“We should get changed. They’re probably waiting for us.”
“Crap, right.” She looks around the room as if she’s lost something.
I know I shouldn’t, but I reach out into the space between us and grasp one of her ambling hands. “I’m really sorry I put you in this position.”
“This isn’t your fault, Brielle.” She smiles so genuinely, I believe her.
We stand like this for longer than we should, her warm hand held in mine, both of our eyes burning with the secret we’re about to carry. Eventually, I let go of her hand, watching her take a deep breath and close her eyes. She rolls her shoulders back, her chest rising heavily before dropping. And just like that, the easygoing Dr. Raleigh sparks back to life.
“You know,” she says, then chuckles, “I’m not a drinker. I live and die by my tea, but I’m going to need a whole hell of a lot of gin to get through this week.”
I laugh. “It seems like your family is happy to oblige.”
“There’s never a dry glass around here during the summer,” she says. “Thankfully.”
“Wouldn’t that be somewhere along the lines of unhealthy coping?”
“Well, well, Ms. Stone.” She smirks, and the little dimple she gets on her left cheek distracts me for a second. “So you’re learning something from me after all?”
We’re left staring at each other, the air sizzling around us. I breathe out, faltering first. She clears her throat before turning back toward her closet.
“Let’s get dressed and get this dog and pony show on the road,” I say.
“Dog and pony show?” She stops in mid reach for a wet suit of her own, her teeth showing past the stretch of her naked lips.
“I know.” I laugh, waving my hand in the air to brush her off. “I’m dating myself.”
Shaking her head, she chuckles and says, “That comment is ageist!” She goes back to grabbing her suit, amusement still evident on her face as she motions toward an open door. “I’ll get changed in here, if you want to use the bathroom.”
“Thanks.” Taking the wet suit, I head toward where she pointed.
Once inside, I close the door quietly behind me, waiting to hear movement after the latch clicks close. But it doesn’t come. Maybe she left. Maybe she’s just as beside herself as I am.
Leaning my head against the cool door, I let out a shaky breath. I don’t know how I’m going to make it through this week, but I know I can’t let Charles down. And so the wet suit goes on.
I don’t want to admit to the amount of strength it took to pull the neoprene material over my thighs, let alone the amount of sweat dripping off my forehead and between my cleavage after I figured out how to get it over my ass. By the time I had it pulled to my waist, I was breathing harder than when I ran that 3K a decade ago. Well, that was more like a brisk walk, but same thing.
Once you hit forty, anyone who tells you attending a Pilates class twice a month will keep you fit is, without a doubt, lying. They’re trying to kill you the slow and painful way. Just do yourself a favor and find new friends now—the kind who will relish in the extra glass of wine and occasional dessert, laughing about how they should take a walk after dinner but never actually do. At least find someone who lies with honor.
I’m relieved Maeve isn’t calling for me yet because that would only add to the embarrassment. Women with curves like mine, whose skin is a little less taut these days, whose stomach has an extra little pouch from where it grew another life within it, should not be squeezing into a one-piece the size of a toddler’s footie pajama.
A lifetime later, I emerge from the bathroom, opening the door slowly. Standing in front of the floor-length mirror, bronze scrollwork wrapping along the frame, is Maeve, whose long, dark hair flows freely behind her open back.
I don’t know why, but I’m struck with awe by her. Her suit is pulled over her shoulders, and she’s tugging the last of the fabric along her thin wrists. Her hands wrap behind her and around her hair, twisting it into a bun upon her head, revealing the undercut I caught a glimpse of weeks ago.
A small tattoo peeks out over her tanned shoulder blade, almost reaching toward the open back of her suit before stopping just at her tailbone. I trail down her naked back, stopping where the zipper is splayed open right above her perfectly curved lower back. Woah, what?
“Oh!” She catches my gaze in the mirror, her smile stripping layers off my guarded exterior. “I’m sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten into one of these, and apparently, canceling my gym membership last year has proven to be problematic.”
“I figured with how long it took for me to squeeze myself into this sausage casing”—I stop talking, caught off guard with Maeve’s sudden burst of laughter spurring butterflies in my stomach—“I was sure you’d already be out the door.”
“Sausage casing,” she repeats, a chuckle on the tip of her tongue.
I offer her a small smile before turning back to the bathroom to try to finish zipping up my own back.
“Thanks for that,” she calls from her room, her tone sincere. “I needed that laugh.”
“Anytime,” I say back, unable to stop playing the sound on repeat in my head.
I reach behind me to find my zipper, but my arms are far too short. Trying another angle, I twist my arms above my head, but that’s just as bad. How is it that I can latch three damn hooks holding my D cup chest from behind but I can’t figure out how to pull up a simple zipper?
Probably because a man designed wet suits.
“Do you think you could do me a favor?” her muffled voice asks between the walls.
I peek my head around the corner of the bathroom, my hand still reaching out and around my back in a hilarious attempt to reach the center of it. I can’t contain myself when Maeve looks exactly the same—one arm reaching out and over her head, the other twisting like a pretzel behind her waist.
“Oh my!” I laugh loud and hard, the absurd sound coming from my toes and out through my nose before I can stop it. “Aren’t we a sight? Whose bright idea was this?”
“I’m sure this was cute when we were kids. I don’t know how I used to do this!” She bounces on one foot as she twists in a circle, as if that will help. “Would you mind?” she asks uncertainly, her arms resting at her sides in a frustrated grunt.
“Not at all.”
She faces the mirror, holding little stray wisps of midnight-colored stands off the back of her neck. I don’t know why it takes a few seconds before I lift the zipper in my hands, why my eyes trail down her spine before I realize I’m staring instead of helping. It feels like time stands still as I gingerly pull the metal upward. It takes me aback when I catch her reflection focused solely on me.
“I’m sorry,” she whispers, stopping me in my tracks. “I know this is weird. I can’t imagine you ever wished to see your therapist in this manner.”
I mean, I’ve seen worse.
“Nor would you with a client.” The corner of my mouth quirks up sympathetically, and hers matches.
I finish zipping over her shoulders, careful to move a few stray strands of hair to the side before fully securing the neckline. The brush of my fingertips on her warm neck, the way she closes her eyes briefly in the mirror, thinking I can’t see, sends goose bumps trailing up my arm.
She clears her throat, unleashing her hair in straight waves over her back and hiding her undercut once again. “Thank you.” A few seconds pass, and we’re still staring at each other in the mirror. “Here,” she says, turning me slowly to see I’m unzipped from the waist up.
Her fingertips are cold on my flesh, trailing down along the zipper before tugging it upward in one excruciatingly slow movement. Now I understand why her eyes fluttered closed. With the sensation of her breath on my neck, her nails crawling up my back, her eyes on my far-too-many stretch marks, I find my eyes closing too.
“There.” She breathes out. Just as quickly as the words leave her mouth, she’s across the room, taking off her pearl earrings.
“Thanks.” I try not to sound as confused as I am.
What the hell was that, and why did it light a fire in my stomach? It stirred something deep inside that I didn’t know was a breathing thing, knowing deep, deep down that it can never happen again.
While she’s busy pretending this is all normal, I take in the sight of myself in the mirror. I look ridiculous, with a capital R. No woman of my age and stature should be wearing something so form fitting. It does nothing but accentuate the curves I fight day and night to hide, adding to the way my skin dips at the waist and juts out at the hips. I could blend in with a group of seals on a National Geographic cover.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I lie, pushing my hair out of my face as I plaster on the fake smile I’ve grown so accustomed to using.
“Brielle,” she warns, but her tone isn’t harsh. It feels like a cashmere blanket wrapping around my tired body.
“I just…” I say, but as I look at myself one last time, I quickly realize I don’t want to reveal this part of me that we’ve never spoken of. I’ve never admitted to the insecurities of my body, my age. There’s enough on the table already.
When I fall far too quiet, I hear her say, as if reading my mind, “You look great.”
My gaze flutters up and meets hers, the mirror sheltering our places in the room. She smiles gently, and I’m putty in her hands.
After some convincing on my part, Maeve agrees to sneak us past her mother in the kitchen so I’m not even more conscious of this too-tight outfit. Within minutes, we reach the shoreline, where the boys are already leaning on their boards, black safety straps attached to their ankles.
Charles’s head is thrown back in a fit of laughter, his smile so wide, it could split his face. Ezra—who looks like the thin and lanky carbon copy of Charles, dipped in wannabe rock star—slaps him on the back after holding his own stomach.
“There are our beautiful ladies!” Charles calls as soon as we’re in sight. “You look great, honey!”
I shy away from him because there’s no way anyone here could believe him. To my right, I can see Maeve watching me, but I can’t figure out what she’s thinking.
“I haven’t surfed in years,” I confess, willing to admit anything to fill the silence in the breezy air.
“Then we’re honored.” Ezra bows before me, smiling as he shakes the sand out of his wavy hair.
“It’s like riding a bike,” Maeve adds, her gaze lingering, ever enchanting.



CHAPTER 12
MAEVE
WITHIN THREE STROKES, ALL FOUR of us find a rhythm. Dropping our boards as each wave crests, we glide within the current of each other’s stride. Brielle always drops last, her insecurities flying into the wind as soon as she finds her footing. There’s something so fluid, so natural, about watching her. So much so, I’ve fallen off my board twice in the process.
“You’re off your game,” Ezra mocks as I face-plant once again in white water, gurgling the salt of my ridiculousness.
“Fuck.” I pull myself back onto my board. I have to get my mind out of the gutter and off my brother’s girlfriend, my ex-client too. Get. A. Grip. “Again!” I shout, eyes narrowed on another tide rolling our way and already picking up height.
“Hey-o!” Chaz says, hopping off his chest and standing center on the board with his arms out.
Ezra picks up the wave on his heels, trying a childish overtake maneuver. He trips over his footing as Chaz whips water his way. I pace myself behind Chaz, raising my hands above my head as the ocean mist kisses my overheated and still-embarrassed face. Maybe if I close my eyes long enough, the world will fade away. With the roaring of the waves filling my ears, the salt creasing around my lips, that solitude feels within reach.
Without resistance, I float out toward shore, my unused calves thankful for the lull. I fall onto my board, straddling it as I lean on my elbows and take a deep breath beneath the setting sun. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this free, this untethered, from even the heaviest of burdens.
Suddenly, the push of a hand jolts the water around me, and I’m surprised to see Brielle leaning back like me. I can’t help but smile at her, at the way she seems so relaxed compared to every other time I’ve seen her.
“Feels good, right?” I ask, already knowing the answer.
“So good,” she moans, and then we both chuckle. “Just like riding a bike.”
“Told ya.”
She’s now facing me. “You’ve never steered me wrong.” Her gaze trails toward my lips, her mouth parting subtly. When she meets my eyes, her expression is completely unfazed.
Words. I need words.
“Where’d you learn to surf like that?” I can’t help but ask because an occasional surfer doesn’t handle herself as skillfully as Brielle has.
“Right after Malcolm convinced me to marry him, he moved us down to Hawaii. I was taken away from any comfort, any friends or family.” She takes a deep breath, the sun glistening off her milky-white skin. “Surfing not only became a way to excuse the constant bruises.”
I hold my breath, my stomach churning within the tightness of this suit.
“It also became the only way I could breathe,” Brielle continues. “It’s been years since I’ve touched a board, but it feels exactly the same.”
“Thank you.” Before I let the crinkle in her brow set permanently, I try to explain. “Thank you for trusting me with this, and for being you.”
Her expression softens into that smile, the type that feels like a single spotlight. Just as she opens her mouth to say something, anything, Chaz splashes up beside her and Ezra’s board bounces into the back of mine.
“Tired already?” Chaz asks, wrapping his arm around Brielle’s waist.
It should be interesting to be on this side of my practice, to see the dynamics of the relationships I’ve spent so much time trying to deconstruct. But it isn’t as fascinating as I thought it would be, this close up.
Chaz leans over for a kiss, and Brielle tries to reciprocate. I can’t help but notice everything wrong with that simple motion: the way her hand grips the surfboard beneath her, her knuckles tense beneath the stress, just like they were on the plane when panic gripped her entirely. Her head leans toward him, but it’s like she can’t get the rest of her body to follow. It’s like she’s guarding herself, holding back in the event that she needs to run.
Their lips finally touch, and a crawling feeling trails up my damp arms. I can’t watch it. I turn back toward the shoreline as I’m leisurely pulled in by the tide.
“See you later for drinks on the patio,” I shout behind me.
I don’t look back to see if they heard me. I need a moment to myself before the chatter of everyone’s stories from the past year swarm in my head and over the rolling sand dunes. I have to put myself in the right headspace to be happy for Chaz; it’s so obvious how smitten he is with Brielle.
No matter how hard I try, I can’t separate out her role as my client. I can’t look at her with him and not remember all the times she told me about her anxiousness when he touches her, how in the night she wishes that his embrace won’t come. I can’t unsee all that has been drawn out in the forefront of my mind.
It’s only been a few hours, and already I know: I’m not going to make it through this week.
* * *
Standing in my bedroom, I casually pull open the curtain of my oversized bay window. Light filters through the sheer lining, bathing my face in warmth after my cold shower. Ezra, Chaz, and Brielle are just now walking out of the ocean, boards beneath their arms.
From across the room, my phone buzzes on the edge of the bed, and I don’t have to look at the name before answering.
“Molly made it in one piece.”
“Thank God.” Julian says with a gasp, his voice two octaves too high. “I literally put SWAT on speed dial right before calling. You were one voicemail away from having Molly’s picture on every billboard along the California interstate.”
“You can call them down,” I say, playing along. “She’s safe in Martine’s expensive hands.”
“How’s the rest of the trip going, honey?”
“It’s good,” I say, but the way my voice rises betrays me.
“What’s wrong?”
“Hm?”
“Maeve Grace Raleigh,” he scoffs. “You can’t bullshit a bullshitter!”
Well, I can’t argue his point. “You make my citified ass sound so country when you say my name like that.”
“My adorable country bumpkin.”
“More like metropolitan sophisticate.”
He cackles. “I prefer backwoods beauty.”
“Poshopolis princess.”
“Redneck royalty.”
“Hey, too far!” I laugh, surprised to find the sound featherlight.
“So, now that we got all that out of the way,” he says, his voice dropping for a more serious conversation.
“It’s nothing.” I shake my head, telepathically willing him to take the hint. “Molly says she misses you.”
“Oh, nice try, sweet cheeks.”
“Dammit. I thought I had you with that one.”
“So close,” he says, and I can feel his smile through the phone, “but no cigar.”
“You don’t even smoke.”
“Mae.”
There’s a moment of silence as I open my dresser drawer and pull out a short-sleeved blouse and jeans. It’s as if I feel the gears in his head turning.
“Fine,” I groan when the quiet becomes too much. “I’m just going to say it because there’s no way of making it sound better than the dumpster fire it is. It turns out that Chaz’s new girlfriend is a client of mine.”
“Ooh,” he hoots. “Oh, girl.”
“And part of her treatment has been deconstructing her intimacy issues.”
“Oh.”
“Which means I know far more about her “Charles” than I ever wanted to in my entire life.”
“Charles?” And all at once, Julian erupts into the loudest fit of prepubescent-sounding laughter I’ve ever heard. “You mean to tell me that you’ve been talking with a woman about her intimacy issues with Charles, and you never put the pieces together that it was Chaz?”
“In what world does Charles sound like Chaz? It’s also a very common name!”
“It’s his real name, love.”
“Not since I was born.” I roll my eyes. “No one calls him that.”
“You know, this whole thing doesn’t sound so bad,” he says unconvincingly.
“She’s been my client for a while,” I squeeze the bridge of my nose as the migraine pushes through my temples at full force.
“That’s a lot of sex talk about your broth—”
“Sooo not helping!” I shout. “You’re supposed to sit here and be the dumb best girlfriend I’ve ever had and tell me I’m making a big deal out of nothing! I don’t need a reminder of the amount of therapy this therapist now needs.”
“Isn’t it healthy for a therapist to have their own therapist?”
“Julian!”
“Okay,” he concedes, his giggles still carrying through the sound waves. “You’ve been through many more-complicated situations. Rationalizing crazy shit like this is literally in your job description.”
“I know,” I groan because everything logical, everything professional is telling me the same thing.
“There’s more…”
“Nope,” I say, popping my lips together.
“There is, or else you wouldn’t be like this right now.”
“Like what?”
“Acting like you don’t know there’s a ground beneath your feet and beautiful fucking clouds over that ocean that you wouldn’t bring me to,” he half shouts before pausing. “The Maeve I know always has an answer. She’s level-headed and never, ever, lets anything bubble to the surface, even on her hardest days. She always has a plan. She’s one badass bitch who can handle anything.”
I hate the fact that he’s right.
“There’s something about this woman.” I plop on my bed and stare at the white ceiling flanked by crown molding above me.
“That’s what you said last time.”
“It’s like I want to let my guard down, and I keep catching myself doing it.” I wait for him to say something, anything, that will make me feel better, but he doesn’t. “Ah, it doesn’t matter.” I squeeze my eyes closed. “I’m referring her to a colleague who I’m sure will be more helpful than I have at this point. She and Chaz will live happily ever after, and things will go back to how it should be.”
A sudden knock at the door almost sends me rolling off the bed.
“Mae,” my mother’s voice calls from the other side. “We’re going to have dinner on the patio in fifteen minutes!”
“Coming!” I shout, my vocal chords tightening, pushing me back to a memory from sixteen years ago, of that same sentence coming out of her mouth as teenage me was rolling in the sheets with the girls’ basketball team point shooter. “Julian, I have to go.”
“Don’t think we’re done with this conversation.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it, babe.”
I rush to the bathroom, combing my still-damp hair one more time. Leaving my phone on the bed, I make my way back into the bright lights in the kitchen and out onto the patio.
Ezra holds a tan-colored beer, his teeth showing in a charismatic grin at Chaz from across the long glass table. Dad is on the far end, his liquor on the table as he listens to the conversation swirling around him. He’s always been the one to watch instead of adding to the flurrying of updates in each other’s lives. Mom perches on the other side, martini in hand, something she rarely sets down before finishing and pouring another.
Chaz has his arm loosely around Brielle, his mouth moving a mile a minute as he describes his clients in Japan and the merger he’s been grueling over. Dad balks at the way he talks about their customs, the culture of formality he’s himself experienced time and time again.
And Brielle? Well, as I step out onto the patio, begging to be unnoticed, she’s staring right at me. Her big chocolate eyes are wide, almost pleading to be pulled away from it all.
“Ah, Mae,” Mom says, following Brielle’s gaze right to me. “Care to join us?”
“I’d love to.” I pick up the glass of chardonnay she left before my chair. “Actually,” I say, sipping it gently, “I thought I could use a walk along the shore before dinner.” Glancing back toward the only newcomer to the table, I take another sip then ask, “Would you like to come along, Brielle?”
Brielle looks at Chaz, who beams back at her.
“I’d love to,” she says finally.
* * *
The white sand melts into my toes as we walk side by side, both of our sandals left at the bottom of the stairs leading to the water. The sun’s already set, casting the entire blue oasis in this muted gray glow from the moon’s reflection. The wind howls with the trees in the distance, bouncing off the resistant tepid water beneath the horizon.
“Thank you,” she whispers into the night.
“You looked like you could use a reprieve.”
“I hate to admit it,” she gulps, “but it’s a lot.”
“I’m sure you’ve heard more than your fair share of stories about us from Chaz.”
“Actually…I, I haven’t. It seems like we’re always talking about stocks or mergers or how irritated I am with my editing team.” She pauses, her gaze locked on me. “Up until he sprung this trip on me a couple weeks ago, I barely knew your names.”
“And that wasn’t weird?”
“I mean, kind of. I never had the big-family thing. I have my sister, but it’s always been just us. I guess because I didn’t have this tight-knit place to come home to on the holidays, I didn’t think it was weird not hearing about Charles’s.”
I nod, unsure of what I can even say.
“You’re the quietest I’ve ever heard you,” she says, her voice as thin as air.
“Me?” I say sarcastically. “Quiet?”
“Today?” She mimics my tone. “Absolutely.”
“I don’t know.” I glance toward the shimmering water, the sound of the waves gently kissing the sand before retreating to their rightful place. “I think I’m just still wrapping my head around things.”
Her strides slow until we’re left with nothing but turning toward each other.
“I don’t like lying to Charles,” Brielle admits. “But I think we can both agree it’s best. It’s practically a white lie, no more than typical gossip most women do, right?”
I smile reassuringly toward her, but it’s like we both know that isn’t true. I shouldn’t be encouraging her to do this. This won’t help her build a foundation for a healthy relationship.
“He seems so happy,” I confess, not even knowing the thought would leave my mouth before it did. “I mean it. I’ve never seen Chaz so completely infatuated.”
A blush creeps from her ears, trailing across her cheek bones.
“I’m truly happy he’s found that in someone as special as you.”
“That means”—she takes a shaky breath—“more than you’ll ever know.”
We start walking again, my feet leaving footprints in the sand as the commotion of my family’s voices disappears behind us.
“I was terrified when I realized who you were, because that means the person who pays you to listen to her complain is the same person who’s dating your brother…” Turning toward me, her voice vanishes into the nighttime air. “I thought you’d hate me. When I realized it was you, the first thing that went through my mind was that you’d think he deserves better.” She avoids eye contact, and I can hear how hard this is for her to say. “I know he deserves better.”
“You sell yourself short.” Now I’m the one gulping, knowing there aren’t enough ways in the world to describe how much I admire her tenacity. “You’re incredibly strong and resilient, Brielle. I don’t know many people who’ve gone through even half of what you’ve gone through and come out on the other side a better person. You’re incredible. He’s very lucky.”
“I meant what I said before, that I’m going to make this work with Charles. He’s truly as amazing as I’ve described him to you.” Then she shakes her head as she says, “As you already know, I’m sure.”
I want to laugh, to fight the ridiculous humor in this entire situation, but I can’t.
“Whether your significant other is my brother or not,” I say, not meeting her eyes because I should have some loyalty to Chaz, “you need to do what’s best for you.”
Her stride slows, the mirror opposite of my racing heart rate. “Even if it hurts him?”
I should want to put my brother first, the one who escorted me to the father-daughter dance in middle school because Dad was on the other side of the sea. I should be focusing on anything other than the patter of our uncoordinated feet. I should push for Chaz’s happiness over all else, but I can’t bring myself to do it.
When she lifts her eyes, I can’t describe the hurt in them—the pain, the longing, the want, all wrapped up in one. “Knowing that Charles is your brother, you’d still tell me to leave him, if I thought that was best?”
I’d tell you to run. I’d tell you that you are the sun, and that you shouldn’t waste one moment of your brilliance shining on a path that doesn’t feel right to you.
“If he’s not the one who makes your skin light on fire in the best way possible. If he’s not the one who keeps you awake at night thinking about him. If a life, a future, with him doesn’t make you giddy with excitement. If breaking his heart is what would help guide you to finding your true happiness, that is exactly what I’d tell you to do.” I’m sick right now with the knowledge that I’m a terrible sister.
The reflection of the ocean ripples in her shadowed eyes, and for the first time, I think my words finally travel past her barriers, past the walls she’s built around her heart. I know they hit something because tears cloud her irises in a silky bubble.
Her lip quivers briefly as she takes a deep breath. “Is that your professional opinion, Dr. Raleigh?”
“Brielle.” I sigh. “That’s what I’d tell a friend. So, yes, I’d tell you to leave if that’s what your heart truly wants. Because love isn’t about settling; it’s about finding where you belong, where your light can shine the brightest.”
She gasps. “Oh, shit.” She bends down and grips her knees as if she’ll topple over. The quiver takes control, tears rolling down her pink cheeks in droves.
Without a thought, my hand is on her back, swirling in languid circular motions. It shouldn’t be this easy to instinctively reach out and touch her. All common sense flies out of the window when I can breathe in her floral scent.
“Brielle?” I ask quietly, unsure of what’s happening, unsure of exactly what to do.
“This whole crying thing is really new,” she sobs. “I’m over it already.”
“It’s—”
“I know!” And she’s back to gasping, back to trying to force the cries down her throat and far away. “I need to let it out. I know. I just don’t know why I’m crying or what I’m letting out.”
“I’m sorry I upset you,” I say, my hand still pressed into the dip of her back. “I didn’t mean—”
“No.” She stands, taking another deep breath. “I just…” She pauses, her lips shaking as she searches for something in my expression. “I want…” She pauses again. “This is just so weird now, knowing your connection with him.”
“I can get you those references tonight, if you’d like.” I’m willing to do anything to put just one tiny piece of her back together. “Monica is a close colleague and one of the best in the field. You can talk to someone in the next few minutes if you want.”
“I want to be with Charles,” she says so forcefully, so seriously, that I know she’s trying to convince herself. “He’s a good man.”
“I know he is.”
“He’s a caring father figure.”
“He’s always loved children.”
“He takes such good care of me. Of us.” This time, the words leave her mouth staggered. Tears stream along the bridge of her nose. They don’t make a sound, but I hear every single one. “He treats me really well.”
“I can’t imagine him being any other way,” I say just as quietly, just as seriously.
“I want to be madly, head over heels in love with him,” she says finally, each word shaking more than the previous as they leave her swollen lips.
“I know you do.”
Then I catch her as she collapses into my arms, the last of her broken shield disintegrating in as many pieces as the sand beneath our feet.



CHAPTER 13
BRIELLE
“GOOD MORNING, BEAUTIFUL.” A WARM arm arches across my stomach, gripping my side in a lover’s caress. Charles rolls into the crevice of my neck, his soft lips gently touching my skin before pulling away, and I ignore the heavy feeling settling onto my chest. “Sleep well?”
He rolls off the bed, stretching instantly as he smiles. Sunlight from the window illuminates his tan skin, and I think he just got even more handsome. Gray boxers hang off his muscled waist, clinging to the dips above his pelvis.
“Like a rock,” I answer. I don’t say I stared out of the window all night long, watching as each wave touched the shore and then slithered away. I don’t mention how much I miss Emmalee, that I’m trying to not let my constant check-ins dominate our time.
He leans down to me, his wide body hovering over mine, and tilts in for a kiss. The scruff on his face tickles my lip, and it’s all I can think about as he tries to deepen the moment.
“I don’t know how I got so lucky.” His eyes search for something in mine.
“That’s my line.”
He gives me that corner grin, that half smirk that I’ve always found so adorable. He walks away, and I get distracted by the bright blue sky outside the window.
“Are you excited for today?” His voice travels from the bathroom, where the sound of drizzling water in the shower echoes throughout the room.
“Hiking?” I sigh, sinking deeper beneath the covers. “I wouldn’t necessarily say I’m excited. Are most people thrilled for extensive exercise on their vacations?”
“That’s why hotels have gyms,” he mumbles mischievously with a toothbrush hanging out of his mouth.
“Fair point, but I’m pretty out of shape, you know!”
“I love your shape.”
“Ugh!” I pull myself from the bed before I sink any further into the comfort of its warmth. “I’m serious. I’ll just hold you back. Maybe I’ll stay here and get some writing done.”
My fingers rest on the window frame overlooking the crystal clear water, imagining what it would be like to have this kind of view every day. Maybe this is why so many other writers can produce more than me. Maybe I just need a change in scenery.
“Oh, stop!” He walks from the bathroom, wiping his toothpaste-creased mouth with a towel.
“I’m too old for hiking,” I quip. Appropriately, my knees crack as I shift my weight.
He grins. “Although I once had a thing for older women, three years my senior is not old.”
“I’m practically middle-aged,” I argue, trying to keep a straight face. “A cougar, if you will.”
His smile is infectious. “You’re killing me, babe.”
“Really,” I insist more seriously, but well aware it sounds like a weak attempt. “I could use some time to write. I think this view could be good for my writer’s block. I could sit, drink some coffee as I look over the water.”
“Love,” he says humming, coming out of the bathroom with the cutest puppy-dog eyes ever seen on a grown man. “Please, come.”
And I can’t say no. I can’t not give him this little thing when I’ve already withheld so much.
* * *
Tucked in their luxury car, we crawl out of the white-stoned driveway leading from their oversized and probably underused estate. I’m in awe of how fast the scenery changes. Green-blanketed landscapes fold into rolling hills, small shrubbery evolving into blue pines swaying off in the distance.
Charles takes a dirt road toward the left with nothing but a rickety wooden sign with illegible letters to mark the way. Ezra talks a mile a minute from the back seat, filling the air with vibrations bouncing off his excitement.
“Johnny Jones—you know, the scout I’ve been following?” Ezra leans forward, his head unsafely hovering in the space between us.
“The one who represents Ricky Travis?” Charles’s eyes trail the hilly road in front of us as he tilts his head back toward his brother.
I can tell he’s trying to be supportive and follow along, but Ezra throws out more information than can be caught in a deep-sea fishing net. Most of the conversation thus far has swirled around terms like riffs, frontmen, and demos, and I think we’ve both been lost for most of it.
“The very same.” Ezra sighs romantically. “Don’t tell Mom, but—”
“Oh.” Charles laughs in his husky way. “Nothing good ever follows that statement.”
“Oh, but you see, this is good. Better than good. I got a gig at Roxie’s.”
“Roxie’s downtown?” Charles’s gaze flicks toward his rearview mirror.
“I’m impressed with your old-man memory.”
“Just wait until you need reading glasses. It’s all downhill from there, bub.”
“Ricky will be at Roxie’s this weekend, and I’m opening the show.”
“Wait, really?” Charles straightens in his seat, watching Ezra’s huge smile from the mirror. “That’s amazing, Ez! I’m so proud of you.”
The way his attention points toward the back so fast, how bright his eyes light up. His love, his pride, takes over the entire car. I’m honored to witness it, to witness this connection between the two of them stretch beyond its original limits.
“Thanks.” Ezra’s face pinkens, his cheeks wrinkling with the pull of his smile. It’s like Charles’s compliment was the sun and he soaked up every ray.
“You’re going to do amazing,” Charles says quietly, and, immediately, Ezra’s blue-eyed gaze lifts even more. “I just know it.”
“So, does this mean you won’t tell Mom when I sneak out of the Farewell to Summer Party Saturday night?”
“Well…” His voice rises.
Reaching across the car, I smack him playfully in the chest. “Your secret is safe with us,” I say, shaking my head.
As we drive higher, I grow excited at the prospect of driving to the top of Azure Mountain instead of hiking it. I really wasn’t lying about not being the whole exercise-and-nature type. Some of us are born soft, and, well, I’m not one to argue with Mother Nature. She’s done pretty well when left to her own accord.
I exhale as we pull into a gravel parking lot surrounded by climbing hills. A rock ledge scattered with sparkly vegetation lifts up in front of us. I step out of the passenger seat as Charles rounds the back for our bags and Ezra ties his hiking boots.
Suddenly, I’m speechless.
To the left of the car is a drop-off overlooking Bremena, surrounded by miles of grape-lined countryside. Bright green dots the landscape, making the city lights seem to glow even in the daylight.
I don’t know why I’m living in a city like New York when something this beautiful, this natural, is out there. The way the air smells so much cleaner here, the feel of the fresh breeze on my face, is a major improvement over the scent of exhaust and cigarettes still embedded in my airport clothes sitting at the bottom of the laundry hamper.
“Ready?” Charles asks, coming up from behind. Two backpacks cling to his wide shoulders. His running shorts hang loosely off his hips. He doesn’t even comment on the view, on the way it takes my breath and releases it into the dandelion fields.
A black town car rolls up beside where he parked, and Maeve and the rest of the Raleighs emerge from it. Maeve has put up her hair into a messy bun atop her head since we left the house, and now I can make out a subtle V pattern from within her undercut. The tank top hugging her waist only accentuates the effect of her formfitting leggings.
Martine looks identical. She could pass for my age, and it almost makes me laugh. William, on the other hand, is wearing khakis in this 90-degree heat and looks more fit to be strolling over a golf course at the moment.
“Wow.” Maeve lets out a puff of air beside where I stand just before the wooden log that’s keeping us on safe footing. “This view never gets old.”
“It quite literally took my breath away,” I admit, allowing myself to get lost out in its openness just one more time.
“Beautiful is an understatement,” she says quietly.
I nod, agreeing with her obvious observation, until I turn toward her and realize she’s not looking at the view. She’s looking at me.
Oh. The way my stomach swoops.
When our eyes meet, she clears her throat and turns back toward the car. I’m left staring at her walking away, my palms sweaty and my mind tumbling like a falling game of Jenga.
She probably just turned at the same time I did. Stop overreacting.
“Wait until you see the view from the top.” She smiles as she opens the trunk of the car and pulls a bag from it.
“It can’t beat that.” I point to the vista like she hasn’t seen it a hundred times before.
She grins and closes the trunk before taking a sip from her water bottle. “Just wait.”
“Where’s Molly?” That little fluffball is always trudging along right behind her no matter where we go in the house.
Her giddy expression drops. “With the heat index, it’s too hot to bring her out today.”
Ezra appears out of nowhere. “Everyone got everything?” He bends toward the ground, digging through his bag as if making a mental note of each protein bar.
“Here, love.” Charles hands the smaller of his two bags to me. It feels so much lighter than it should, but, then again, this is the first hike I’ve taken in decades. “Just a bottle of water, snacks for the trip, and lunch for the peak,” he says, as if reading my mind.
“Thanks, honey.” I tip my chin up toward him, and our lips meet slowly. I hold my breath, counting the milliseconds until it’s over.
Ezra makes an exaggerated gagging sound. “Get a room.”
“Don’t be sour,” Charles deadpans. “Maybe one day someone will put up with you and your antics for longer than a weekend.”
He rolls his eyes. “Harsh words coming from a forty-year-old virgin.”
Even William laughs at that one.
“Enough, you two,” Martine says sternly, even though a smile plays on her lips. “You two act like you’re still teenagers.”
They grin at each other as they finish sliding on their bags. I can tell that even with their age gap, they were hellions as children.
“So,” Ezra says more seriously, “who will be King of the Mountain this year?”
“You don’t have a chance!” Charles shouts.
Maeve chuckles. “And you do?”
“King of the Mountain?” I ask, completely lost once again. It seems like it will be a common theme during this trip.
“Every year, we race up Azure Mountain,” Maeve explains as she lifts herself and sits on the trunk of her car, tucking her legs beneath her. “The first one to the top gets bragging rights the entire year and gets crowned King of the Mountain.”
“You’re looking at the one and only 2023 King of the Mountain.” Charles bows dramatically, brandishing the space above his head where an imaginary crown sits.
Ezra rolls his eyes. “Only because you cheated and pushed me off that leaf slide just as we reached the top.”
“You slipped,” Charles argues. “My crowning was fair game.”
“You race,” I ask, brows raised, “up a two-mile mountain? The entire way?” Because who in their right mind would ever want to do that? I can feel a stitch in my side just thinking about it.
Maeve shrugs. “Well, the boys run most of the way. Normal people take in the view.”
“Ahem.” Ezra coughs. “Men. We’re men. The really handsome, burly type.”
“Dad and I will be trailing along the back.” Martine pulls her sunglasses from where they’re tangled in her curly, dark hair and slides them onto the bridge of her nose. “You’re welcome to walk with us, if you’d like!”
I glance at Charles’s parents, who are both nodding like bobble heads with a loose spring. As nice as it would be to learn more about them, I’m too tired to talk about myself, or worse, for Emmalee to come up before Charles has had a chance to tell them about her himself.
“For Brielle’s first Azure Mountain experience, I’d love to be her guide,” Maeve says. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll beat the boys this year.”
“If you both don’t mind?” I ask nervously toward Martine and William, desperately hoping they don’t take it personally.
They instantly brush it off, not even a hint of disappointment in their sunglasses-covered expressions.
“You kids go have fun.” Martine motions us along. “Us old timers will be taking up the caboose.”
“Then it’s settled,” Maeve says with a smile, always knowing what I need before I do.
She slides effortlessly off the trunk, slinging her bag over her shoulder as soon as her small feet touch the rock-covered ground.
“Kick their asses,” William whispers between us.
“See you at the top!” Charles places a quick kiss on my head before he checks his laces one last time.
Confusion briefly settles over me because I honestly thought they were pulling my leg about sprinting two miles directly uphill.
“Ready!” Ezra shouts out of nowhere.
“Set!” Charles parrots right after.
“Go!” Both scream the single word to the wind in unison, and then they shoot off like the start of a championship track race.
Dry earth kicks into the air, fluttering above us and into the dust-covered grass on invisible wings. William coughs briefly, dramatically swatting the air like it will remove the haze around us.
“I thought you were kidding!”
Their calves stretch and bulge as they disappear between the trees and up out of sight.
“Oh, Ms. Stone.” Maeve shakes her head, feigning seriousness. “We never kid.” She turns toward her parents as they head toward the same entrance that the boys disappeared through. “I forgot my water bottle in the car. You guys go ahead! We’ll see you at the top.”
“Be safe,” Martine chirps, taking her husband by the arm and dragging him along.
“Your water bottle is right here.” Quietly, I pull it from its resting place in the cup holder in her backpack.
“I know,” she whispers, her eyes glued to the hiking trail. Just as the sight of Martine and William’s shoes disappear as they ascend, Maeve lets out a breath. “Okay, let’s go.”
I stand, dumbfounded, watching her walk toward the shrubbery to our left while everyone’s foot tracks lead straight ahead.
“Isn’t the trail this way?” I point to where her family just was.
She stops walking, her hand grazing a fern as she steps from the gravel parking lot to the unmarked earth. As she pulls the backpack higher on her shoulders, her bright eyes twinkle at me.
“Do you trust me?”
Even though the words don’t tumble out immediately, I could have shouted yes from the mountaintops. I trust her with everything, and it’s that realization that lodges all my thoughts into the back of my throat.
I stutter, “I—I do.”
After being blown away by the smile she flashes, just for me, I watch as she lifts a low-hanging branch from a bordering maple tree. She holds it high above her head, motioning for me to bend beneath it.
“You’re not going to lead me into this strange forest and murder me, right?” I laugh, following her lead.
“Har har. I would be way more creative than that.”
The trees rustle above us as she lets go of the branch. It takes just a couple more steps before I’m pulled in by the blue expanse spreading in all directions. Maeve trails slowly behind me, her sneakers snapping stray twigs.
“Wow.” I inhale sharply as the world opens before us.
On this side, there’s no industrialization dominating my attention. There’s only an open field and tall grass that’s blowing with the wind and cascading down the verdant landscape. Each strand moves like a song—one blade ending where the next begins—and I’m mesmerized.
“Sometimes,” she says quietly as she steps beside me, “less is more.”
She allows me a few more seconds to revel in this feeling, to let the touch of the ground beneath my feet sink into my weary bones. On my right, a trail scales alongside the mountain with a perfect view the entire way.
“Is this even a trail?”
“Officially?” she asks.
I nod.
“No. This is a path I’ve made over the years.”
“Is it safe to be this close to the edge?” Taking a tiny step toward the drop-off, I watch dirt trickle down to the base of the mountain.
“Even though it seems steep while climbing it, we’re not rock climbing.” She smirks at me, my nervousness apparently entertaining. “It’s entirely safe. I’ve even taken this route at night.”
We walk alongside each other, careful not to trip on the untamed tree roots protruding beneath us. A canopy of trees shelter us from the right side, casting the woods in a hazy orange light.
“You all hike this at night? I hope you at least have one of the boys with you.”
“They don’t know about this. I’ve been saving it.”
“Saving it?” I ask quietly, tantalized by the sparkle in her eyes reflecting the bright sunlight.
“I guess so. While those idiots sprint two miles, we’ll be casually trailing just under one. We’ll be at the top long before them.”
“And you’ve never used this to be crowned King of the Mountain?” I’m completely shocked. “You could have had them this entire time!”
“I don’t think this is something I wanted to share with them,” she says, and it’s like I can see the gears shift in her mind. Her typical sparkling personality dims, her posture softening in almost a defeated way.
“But you’d share it with me?”
She doesn’t answer with words, but when I meet her gaze, smiling at me. I can’t help the swell I feel in my chest, the expanding bubble pushing against my ribs. She wouldn’t share this—share these words—with the people she loves most, but she just shared them with me. I don’t know why, but that knowledge steals my breath, sending goose bumps scattering along my sweaty skin.
She takes a few steps ahead, pulling some overgrown berry bushes to the side so I can step around them.
“Why do you walk this trail alone?” I ask. “It seems like your family loves this whole bonding and exercise thing.” While my voice is light, she doesn’t immediately answer as she leads us further into the woods.
“I know I’m supposed to be this all-put-together person.” She sighs, and it immediately catches me off guard. “I’m the levelheaded one. I’m the one who always has the best hugs and wisdom. I’m whom everyone calls when there’s a problem. If Ezra has a canceled booking, I research last-minute slots. If Dad’s confused with the newly released analytic software, we video call and walk through it together. When Mom’s lonely—which tends to be daily these days—we chat on the phone while sipping something warm until she’s too tired to think about it. When Charles loses himself in his work, we laugh about the past, which always brings him back to what’s important.”
“But who takes care of you?” I ask the question tentatively, almost cautiously, because I don’t want to scare her away. This is the most she’s ever shared about herself, and I don’t want the words to stop flowing. I could listen to her all day.
I want to know more.
Her stride slows as we turn with the trail, climbing higher in elevation. She stops as we approach a clear outlook, the trees slowly crawling away beneath us. A sigh escapes her lips, her chest rising and falling in a quick rhythm.
“This does,” she says with a smile, arms outstretched and pointing to the world beyond. “Sometimes I come here in the middle of the night when I can’t sleep. Occasionally it’s the first day I get back, and other times it may be the last. Most of the time, it’s when my thoughts run too wild. This calms me.” Without looking at me, she continues, “In this view, I can forget how heavy my chest feels or the rattling in my lungs. It’s as if when I’m on this trail, when I know my only purpose is to keep climbing and everything will be worth it at the top, life just makes sense.”
As beautiful as the words sound coming from her lips, I wish her answer was different. I wish she didn’t absorb the weight of others so they can stand taller. I wish she could float like a feather soaring through the wind without having to be thousands of feet in the air. Because I know if given the chance, she’d soar.



CHAPTER 14
MAEVE
WE’RE ALMOST TO THE TOP in record time, and I don’t know if it was our stride or the fact that Brielle seems to want as much space as possible between us. Regardless of her insistence that she’d hold us back today, she’s been two paces ahead of me the entire time.
We chatted briefly after my stupid comment about life, but mostly we discussed her new novel. I couldn’t help but ask question after question about it, just to see her hands animatedly fling around. Even from behind her, I could hear the excitement in her voice. She doesn’t know what the story will be yet, but she has a clear idea of what it will mean to her.
She has such a passion for writing. I think it might be a passion that only comes out when she’s writing or, in this case, talking about writing. At times when she speaks, I imagine her living her entire life with a pen and paper in her hand, because this is the Brielle the world should know. This is the Brielle the world would be lucky to know.
“I think we’re going to beat them!” Brielle throws her arms animatedly in the air, one hand held above her eyes as she visually tracks how much farther there is to go.
“Is that why you’ve been jogging this whole way?” I chuckle, trying to hide my relief. “I thought you were running away from me.”
“Oh!” She stops dead in her tracks and whips around to face me. Her voice is ragged from the pace we’ve been keeping. She takes a deep breath before she speaks. “I’m sorry! I just got focused on getting to the top to see that view, and I really wanted you to have the chance to make it there before the boys. I figured with how fast they started that climb, you probably never had the chance to be King of the Mountain before. I didn’t even consider that you might have wanted to walk it instead. I’m so sorry, Maeve. I should have thought about—”
I cut her off before she can ramble anymore. “It’s okay.” Instinctively, I take her hand in mine. “That’s incredibly sweet of you.”
“I know you were saving this trail,” she mutters, shaking her head with her eyes cast downward. “I just wanted it to be worth it for you to show it to me.”
“It’s already worth it.”
Simultaneously, we look at our hands that hang intertwined between us. In sync, our gazes trail back up to each other’s faces, and it’s like time stands still. The wind quiets around us, trees freezing in the wake of their rustle. The air feels electric, and my stomach flips in such a way that I don’t think it’s ever been in the right place before this. Warmth spreads along my body, and it’s all happening too fast for me to stop it.
Then Brielle takes a step back—her eyes widening with each second it takes for her heel to find the pebble-strewn ground—and I no longer feel like I’m floating. I’m sinking. Just as I open my mouth, as I try to compute the line I just crossed by touching her, she takes one too many steps back.
Her foot slips on mushy leaves from last fall, sending her legs out from beneath her and into the air. She tumbles backwards, heading straight for the hard ground. Without a second thought, my hands are outstretched and my feet are moving toward her.
She hits the ground just before my arm wraps around her. Cupping her head in my elbow, we tumble down the landscape’s descent. We fall into the base of an oak tree with my legs bracing our ungraceful landing.
“Shit.” I already feel the burn on my arm and back. “Are you okay?”
Frantically, I sit up. My eyes scan over her body, desperate to not find anything out of place. After pulling herself up and leaning against the warm bark of the tree, a moan escapes her lips. She squeezes her eyes closed, her breathing out of rhythm.
“Are you hurt?” I ask, completely mortified at what I’ve caused. I ignore the twitching ache spreading through my ribs. She’s more important right now.
“Just my ego,” she says with a smile, those intricate eyes staring back at me. Then she laughs, and my shoulders slump in relief.
“I’m so sorr—”
“That I’m a klutz and slipped down a molehill?” She’s still laughing, and I see the signs before she does.
Slowly, her laughter morphs into something almost gut-wrenching, something that is not nearly as funny as this situation is. Silent tears stream down her cheeks. Panic grips me in a tsunami-scale wave, tightening my chest with each passing ragged breath.
Professionally, I can see what this is. I’ve seen it a million times. When the pressure grows too great, when we ignore what our body is telling us, eventually it finds a way to escape. You can’t ignore what your mind, your mental health, is telling you and expect it to stay silent.
I don’t know how I’ve sat across from so many people before who’ve reached the same breaking point—the same hysterical laugh that quickly transitions into uncontrollable sobbing—because watching her like this makes me want to do something, anything, everything, to make it all okay again.
“Brielle,” I say softly, consciously keeping my hands to myself. I am, after all, the reason she’s lying in the dirt, crying.
She opens her watery eyes, giggles still forming on her lips as they curve downward. It’s a juxtaposition I never want to see again.
“Brielle,” I say again, begging her to guide me. For the first time in the decade that I’ve practiced psychology, I don’t know what to do.
“I’m okay,” she says through her cries. “I’m not hurt. I’m not bleeding. I’m okay.”
“I didn’t mean for you to fall.”
“I’m okay,” she repeats, and that’s when I realize it isn’t me whom she’s trying to convince.
We sit in silence as she catches her breath, as she carefully wipes the tears from her face. She takes a deep breath with her eyes closed and holds it in before blowing it toward the sky. Leaning her head against the trunk, she opens her eyes slowly.
“I wish…” She sighs; it almost sounds content. “I wish I could stay in this place.”
As I look at her, I can feel lines forming in the creases on my forehead. “Falling into the woods and sitting beneath a really big tree?”
“No,” she says quietly, seriously. “Just here with you, in this place that makes my chest feel so much lighter.”
She brings her gaze back to me, and I try not to focus on how dim her eyes look behind those tears. I try not to think about me being the reason for those tears.
“I’m sorry.” My voice sounds hoarse, broken, almost. “I shouldn’t have grabbed your hand. I know how you feel about being touched. I don’t know what I was thinking. It will never—”
In one swift movement, she reaches her hand out and takes mine. My breath hitches in slow motion as she pulls me into the open place beside her. With my hand still intertwined with hers, now resting in her lap, she leans her head back on the bark and faces the sunlight fracturing between branches.
Her hand is a bandage. It’s a lifeline. It’s the comfort of a baby’s blanket, a mother’s touch, a favorite song. It settles all the swirling thoughts within me and centers me right in the middle of this unsure world.
Slowly, she rests her head on my shoulder, and I fight with all my might—well, all the might that I have left after practically jogging a mile uphill and then sliding down part of said hill—to stop the twirl of butterfly wings in my stomach. I push them down, trying to bury them beneath the thousands of layers of sediment I’m sitting on, but it’s too late. I know deep down that this insignificant moment, this single blip in time, has changed everything.
“Brielle,” I start to say, ready for my words to separate our bodies like they should be. This is too close, and it’s making me feel things that I should not be.
“Can we please,” her still-trembling voice begins. “Can we stay like this a little longer? We don’t need to talk about it.”
I should get up anyway. I should remove my shoulder from her face and tell her how inappropriate this is, even though it’s platonic in nature. I should explain that she’s just projecting what she wants to feel for Charles, the closeness she seeks, onto someone who’s been a safe space for her. It’s happened to so many therapists in the past; I’m not surprised it’s happening to me.
She might not be my client anymore, but she was. That knowledge is like an iron gate. It’s the Great Wall of China, and I need to stay on my side, even if the grass does look greener on the other. I should tell her that I can’t do this. I can’t be this close to their situation. I know it’s the right thing to do; it’s the only thing there is to do.
So why can’t I?
“Brielle,” I sigh.
“Please,” she says again, and I give in too easily.
It’s like we both recognize the feeling swirling around us, but we’re still safe if we don’t put a name to it. Maybe if we don’t speak of it, if we pretend this is normal, it won’t grow. Maybe if it isn’t defined, it won’t turn into a living, breathing thing we can’t ignore.
Leaning my head back, I look up into the same treetops that mesmerized her just seconds ago. As I close my eyes, as birds chirp off in the distance and the disturbance of leaves up above fill my hearing, I now know the lightness she spoke of. With the warmth of her cheek on my shoulder, I’m certain this is what birds feel like. Pure weightlessness. Pure bliss.
“I—I’m,” she stutters, the hesitance felt right through to my spine. She lifts her head, turning her soft face toward me. “I’m going to break your brother’s heart.”
I have no words to describe the pain in her eyes, the fear that must be coursing through her veins. I only understand because I feel it too.
“I know,” I reply just as quietly, just as regretfully.
It may not be today. It may not be this week or this year, but at some point, all the doubt in her heart will finally reach her lips. At some point, her body will become too weary of carrying Charles’s happiness on its shoulders, and Brielle will want to find her own. And she deserves that. She deserves that and so, so much more.
It’s unfair that he’s caught in the crossfire.
We sit for a few more minutes, allowing this moment to settle into our sweat-soaked pores before either of us stand. We don’t say anything as we brush the remaining debris from our stained clothing, or as we climb the disturbed slope we just slid down. Silently, I continue up the unmarked trail, Brielle following close behind.
The trees at our sides disappear, opening up to a rock-covered landing. A cloudless blue sky stretches for miles beyond it, disappearing as it touches the horizon somewhere off in the future. Right above eye level, the clementine sun sits, illuminating the trees hundreds of feet below in its marigold hue.
Brielle appears to my right. Her tired shoulders hang low, arms swinging gently at her sides as she steps closer to the mountain’s edge. Her rosy lips are parted, eyes wide as she sucks in a breath.
“Wow.”
I want to joke with her like we always do. I want to tell her I knew I’d be right, but I don’t. I want her to have this moment. I wish there was a way I could personally tuck this memory into the safest part of her mind. On the days when her insides seem like a blizzard about to break through, when her chest is weighed down by regret she shouldn’t have to bear, I want her to remember this feeling.
She turns toward me like there isn’t a view behind her that most photographers only dream about. Her mouth opens, her lips struggling to form what she wants to say. “I—”
We both jump when Ezra and Charles burst through the tree-lined path and onto the gray rock. Their faces are purple, and streams of salty sweat trail down both their shirtless bodies. Ezra drops to his knees, elbows braced on his thighs. He takes his second water bottle and pours it over his already-drenched head.
Charles gasps. “What the hell?”
I hate that he’s barely out of breath. No one should ever be that fit. It’s an unrealistic expectation at our age.
“Brielle,” I say, not even allowing enough time for Charles to make it to his love or for her to finish her thought, “is King of the Mountain.”
“King of the—” Ez starts but doesn’t finish.
“No,” she says, ready to give me all the credit.
“She practically carried me the whole way.”
“You’re—” she tries again.
“You are King of the Mountain,” I say quietly, hoping only she hears. “Rightfully so.”
Her gaze wraps around me, concreting my feet in place. If handed a million chances to give her this invisible crown, I would do so every time just to see her smiling as genuinely as she is right now.
“How did you two make it up here that fast?” Charles walks toward us with his hands on his hips.
He stretches his arm out, even that small movement making sweat drip off his elbow. Before he can touch her, Brielle steps back, brushing into me.
“Don’t you even think about touching or kissing me before you’ve had a shower,” she warns him playfully.
“Yes, ma’am.” He takes a step back and closer toward Ezra. “You didn’t pass us on the trail.”
“It’s cheating if you don’t use the trail,” Ezra adds, each word more staggered than the rest.
“Are you going to make it over there?” I laugh, watching his soft stomach quiver with each strained breath.
“Shut up,” he wheezes. “I’m not as young as I used to be.”
“You’re the youngest of us all,” I argue.
“Sh,” Charles whispers. “Let our little squishy breathe.”
“I heard that!” Ez whines.
Right on cue, we all burst out laughing.
“When the rules were described to me,” Brielle says, quick as ever, “it was understood that said winner has to reach the top of Azure Mountain first. It was never specified how they had to get there.”
Charles looks back toward Brielle and me, who are now standing shoulder to shoulder. His attention flicks between us, eyes narrowing slightly. It’s almost as if he sees something, as if his eyes recognize a shift he won’t speak of. Then his expression settles.
“You’re not going to tell me,” he states, that typical Charles charm outshining the sunlight, “are you?”
“You’re observant.”
“Come on!” He offers open arms that neither of us are stupid enough to take. “Let’s go gather Mom and Pops so we can come back up and have lunch.”
We walk down the marked path as Charles helps Ez to his feet. I take the lead, desperate to put a little space between me and everyone else.
Ezra points toward the mud-covered stains trailing along our backs. “What happened to you guys?”
“Did you have a roll in the leaves?” Charles jokes.
My face flushes crimson.
“I slipped,” Brielle explains quickly.
“What?” Charles stops in front of her. His eyes survey her body, hands patting down her tank top and shorts as if mentioning a protruding bone had somehow slipped our minds. Bending, he inspects her dirt-covered bare legs. “Are you okay?”
“Fine,” she reassures him. “Charles, I promise. I’m fine. Maeve caught me and took the brunt of it.”
“Mae?” Now his attention is on me, and he’s quickly making his way to my place. He lifts my arm obnoxiously, stretching the skin over my torso.
The small pang of pain I ignored as I hit the dirt suddenly comes in full force.
“Are you hurt anywh—”
“Charles.” I swat him away, but he freezes with his hand in mid air.
“Charles?” he asks, his expression nameless. Shit. “You haven’t called me Charles since you were running around in pull ups.”
The way his face tightens makes sense because even though that’s all I’ve called him all day, the name is foreign on my tongue. He’s Chaz. He always has been. Now knowing that he’s Brielle’s Charles, I’m having a hard time seeing him as anything else.
“Just a slip of the tongue.” I shrug. “The name’s made a comeback this week.”
He allows the moment to pass, attempting to inspect me again. “But how about your—’’ Before he can continue, he meets the smack of my hand on his slick skin.
“Will you cut it out?” It’s a question, technically, but more of a demand. “I’m okay. Probably just a couple bruised ribs. I’m sure I’ll feel it in the morning.”
“Bruised ribs?” Brielle’s voice rises, and she’s suddenly in front of me. “You didn’t say anything.”
“Because I’m okay,” I repeat. “I appreciate both your concern.” That’s a lie I won’t admit to because it’s actually quite uncomfortable. “But we made it to the top in half the time it usually takes us. Mom and Dad are probably still another thirty minutes down the path. It might just be easier to pick them up on the way down and have lunch back at the house instead of meeting them or waiting for them here.”
“You have a good point.” Charles nods.
“I usually do.” Turning on my heel, I try to brace myself for the way my sore stomach is going to tighten on the descent.
I was, of course, right. We meet Mom scooping handfuls of almonds into her mouth right before the halfway mark. If she didn’t have a chef at home to ensure three square meals a day, I’d be worried for her nutritional calorie count. Dad is trailing ten paces behind her, sweat soaking his now dark-blue polyester shirt. He’s gripping a makeshift walking stick so firmly, his knuckles are bright red.
“You didn’t get far.” Ez laughs as he walks past them toward the parking lot.
“Hey!” Mom calls after him. “Where are you going? Give up already?”
“We came.” I sigh dramatically between each sentence. “We saw. We conquered.”
Dad checks his watch, and I’m surprised the analog face still works with the sweat coating its gears. “Thirty-two minutes counting your trip back here,” he notes approvingly. “That’s a new family record.”
“That’s not even the best part.” I smirk as I walk past Charles and trail behind Ezra. “Brielle made it to the top first.”
Mom lifts her glasses, her thin, dyed eyebrows rising beyond them. Dad leans on his creaky stick with his lips pursed in surprise. I turn around, relishing their reactions. No one ever beats the boys. Not even our friends in past years. It’s always Charles and Ezra.
“She kicked ass.” Charles beams as he kisses Brielle’s glistening forehead.
He tries to pull her into him, but she holds his soaking body away with a firm hand to his bare chest.
“My girl.”
Seeing his smile stretch so wide, the world shifts in its wake. This warmth that radiates from him, the pure ecstasy of living in every single moment with her, takes my breath away.
This is true love, I think. This is the end goal, the basis of every romantic novel whose premise is always just out of reach. This is what I’ve always wanted. If only everyone could be as lucky—to find someone so incredible, so scintillating, that even a mountain view can’t steal away their attention.
Once at the bottom, everyone starts untying their laces and wiping sweat off their bodies. Bags are thrown to the ground, uneaten food completely forgotten.
I approach the car, slipping my backpack into the trunk before opening the driver’s-side door. Lifting my shirt lightly, I inspect the light-purple bruise spreading around my torso.
Damn. That’s going to hurt tomorrow.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Brielle walks around the front of the car, her hands finding my arms as I pull my shirt down.
“It’s really nothing.”
“It looks like a very painful something.”
“I was more worried about you,” I say, and her jaw goes slack.
In any other situation, with any other woman, my concern would be well-placed. I always think of everyone else first, but this doesn’t feel the same. This feels wrong, almost as dirty as the back of my shirt.
“Why don’t you two ride back together?” Charles appears beside us, and we both jump as Brielle drops her hands from my arms. “We’re covered in what you ladies would consider to be grossness, and I wouldn’t want to subject you to our beautiful scent on the ride back.”
“Char—” Shit. “I’m sure we’d survive.”
“I insist.” He places a quick kiss atop Brielle’s head and then moves toward Mom. “Ezra has a new song he wants to play, and I’d love for you two to get to know each other more. I’ll see you back at the house, babe.” Then he adds with a wink, “Showered.”
Within moments, their car crawls from the parking lot. In complete silence, we load our things into the trunk. I’m afraid to speak, to move, to even look in her direction as we settle into our seats.
“I’m sorry again,” I say once we’ve turned onto the main road.
“For what?”
For being attracted to the love of my brother’s life.
For being a mental health professional who’s out of her damn mind.
For my touch revolting you so much that you fell down a hill and almost died.
Okay, maybe that last part’s a little dramatic.
Luckily, her ringing phone saves me from having to answer her. Brielle pulls it from her pocket, picking off a few stray pieces of grass that must have lodged themselves into her case when we sat on the forest floor.
“Do you mind if I take this?” She turns to me with the biggest smile I’ve seen yet, and I’m lost in the plumpness of her lips.
Stop it, Maeve.
“It’s a video call from Emmalee. I didn’t get to talk with her yesterday because she’d already gone to bed, but—”
Oh, her happiness is infectious. “Are you going to answer that, or what?”
“Momma!” a tiny screech echoes through the car. A beautiful little girl smiles widely from the other side of the screen. She has her mother’s button nose and big, thoughtful brown eyes. Her blonde hair stretches over her shoulders and down her sides.
“How’s my beautiful girl?”
“Great! We had tacos for breakfast!”
“Joan,” Brielle groans.
“She had an apple first,” defends a voice that must be Joan’s.
“That doesn’t count in terms of complete dietary nutrition.”
“Where are you?” Joan tries to change the subject, coming closer to the phone and in full view. She looks so different compared to Brielle. She has the same hair color and eyes, the same smile, but there’s this wildness to her. “Did someone kidnap you in a bougie car? Who is that, and why do you look so disheveled?”
“What’s dish—disk—” Emmalee stutters, and I don’t think I’ve seen anything as adorable. “De-eveled mean?”
Oddly, Brielle pauses like she’s not sure what to do. It’s almost as if she’s actually considering pretending to be kidnapped rather than introducing who she’s with.
“We’re on our way back from hiking,” Brielle finally explains.
“With Charlie!” Emmalee screeches again, her big eyes stretching even further. “I want to see Charlie!”
Charles.
Charlie.
I don’t know what I was thinking. What the hell am I still thinking? I should just open my car door and roll out. If I tuck my knees in tight enough, I could probably spin into the brush without breaking anything major. Then I’ll crawl back to the city like the pathetic excuse of a sister that I am.
Yes. That’s a plan I can work with.
“I’m not with Charles right now, love.” She aims the phone’s camera at me, and I don’t know why my nerves are suddenly twisting my stomach in knots. “This is Maeve, Charles’s sister.”
“Hi.” I wave awkwardly, keeping my other hand on the wheel.
“Hi.” Emmalee has the kind of smile that makes you feel honored to receive it. The same smile her mother has.
“Oh!” Joan grins, her voice a mix of sultry spice. “Hello, there.”
“Joan!” Brielle whips the phone back onto herself.
“What? Don’t be upset.” She rolls her eyes dramatically, and I can see Brielle in her subtle movements. “You have the brother, who just so happens to be built like a classy Jason Momoa.”
“You are so crass,” she whispers, like I’m not in the same car with her. “You’re married. Get yourself together!”
“I can see those blue eyes from here,” another woman’s voice says off in the distance. “I’d react the same. Single?”
“Oh. My. God.” With her cheeks cherry red, Brielle looks terrified as she buries her face in her free hand. “Got to go. Baby girl, I’ll call you before bed.”
“Love you, Momma.”
“Love you more, tater tot.” She ends the call and lets the phone fall to her lap. She stares out of the window as trees blur by.
“So,” I say, a grin spreading across my face.
“Don’t even.” Her tone is stern, but there’s a smirk hidden beneath them.
“I am,” I say after a moment of silence, swallowing the lump in my throat.
“You are what?”
“Single,” I answer, not even sure why I’m admitting this embarrassing fact.
“You are?” Brielle seems genuinely surprised, her dark eyebrows pulled together.
“Yes.”
“I’m shocked.” She steals her gaze away from me, something flickering in her expression that I can’t decipher. “With that phone call you took at the airport, I thought…”
“Were you eavesdropping, Ms. Stone?”
“Well,” she hums, heat flushing her cheeks. “Yes, I guess I couldn’t help it. I was intrigued.”
“By me? I can assure you there is absolutely nothing intriguing about me, Brielle.”
Holding my gaze, she whispers, “I have to entirely disagree. Just seeing you smiling into the phone that day, I had to know who could potentially steal your attention.”
Turning back to face the road, I don’t respond. I’m too afraid that if I part my lips just slightly, I will blurt out the answer to her inquiry. Even if she weren’t straight or involved with Chaz, our past relationship is a force field that cannot be broken. But that doesn’t take away from the fact that I want to blurt out, you. You are the type of woman who steals the very breath from my lungs.
* * *
After tumbling out of the car at just after two in the afternoon, we agreed to skip lunch in lieu of an early dinner. Two hours later, I’m freshly showered and taking a moment of peace.
I kick a ball back and forth on the terrace as Molly excitedly fumbles after it, barking at her lack of opposable thumbs. Leaning against the rock deco wall, I swirl my chilled wine. It’s probably not the best substitute for lunch, but for today, it will do. It’s practically fruit, after all.
Taking a small sip, I close my eyes and absorb the taste. The waves roar in front of me almost as if a storm is brewing off in the distance. Salty wind caresses my face. The heat wraps around my sun-kissed skin, and I’m thankful for the lavender tank top tucked into my white pants. They sit high on my hips, falling loosely over my thighs and just covering my matching white heels. While most think dressing up or dressing professionally is an onus, I live for it. As comfortable as jeans and a sweatshirt are, I feel too casual, too out of control.
My eyes trail along the horizon. When looking at the water, regardless of how many summers we’ve spent here, I feel closer to the peace I’ve tried desperately to grasp.
I’ve done everything right. I went to college—three times, to be exact. I opened my own practice and kept on my professional track. I have an apartment and a dog that’s practically an illegitimate child that I should be allowed to claim on my taxes. I’ve dated well-rounded, steady women. Regardless of any of it, there’s this empty pit in the center of my chest.
I thought I was content. I figured that at some point, the feeling would just go away. But seeing how happy Charles is made me realize that this feeling isn’t going anywhere. I want more. I want something different. Deep down, I know I always have.
“William!” I hear my mother’s voice squawk from inside.
The patio door is open, its curtains billowing in the wind. Dishes clink in the kitchen as my father rounds the corner from the study. His salt-and-pepper hair is combed back and still wet. In his hand is a bourbon, and I suddenly don’t feel so bad for starting early.
Their voices dance around each other in the distance, the same white noise it always is. As I turn back to the water, the setting sunlight casts ribbons of blue, glittering specks across the surface. I’m lost in thought, suspended in time as my parents walk out behind me in a commotion, dressed for a dinner party, as if it isn’t just us.
“I just don’t know why, dear,” Dad says, his voice caught between irritation and the urge to mock her enunciation of certain endearments, as he loves to do, “you would put sunflower seeds in the salad when you know I can’t eat them right now.”
“Oh, William, will you hush it?” She sets down trays of fresh fruit and seafood on the table. While smiling at the pastel roses centered on the table, she pats the side of her fitted white dress. “Not everything is about you.”
Charles and Brielle follow behind her, balancing bowls of pasta and salads in their arms. Dad rolls his eyes, and I can’t help but chuckle at the way he looks just like Charles. He shoots me a glare, silently reminding me that these conversations are better left unsaid.
“So, Brielle,” Mom says as the rest of us get comfortable in our seats. “Chaz tells us you’re a novelist.”
“Oh.” She takes a sip of her wine, smiling shyly behind it. “Yes, I’ve published a few small novels.”
A few small novels? She wrote two New York Times Best Sellers, along with thousands of other copies sold, and that’s just what I know of.
“What do you write?” asks Ezra. He uncaps an artisan beer and pours it into his clear glass.
“Nothing important.” She tucks a piece of her hair behind her ear. The curl bounces right back out, and she straightens in her seat to nonchalantly get it out of her face.
My gaze trails those shiny strands, down to where they just touch her collarbone. I can’t help the way my eyes follow the sharp plunge in her dress, leading to where the soft material wraps her waist.
No. Stop.
I’m going to hell. Straight to the bottom of a fiery abyss.
“Don’t be silly,” Charles immediately defends Brielle. He rolls up the sleeves of his loose, blue linen button-up, stretching the fabric as he leans forward. “She writes the most incredible romance novels. They’re so multifaceted and always rooted in some sort of culture or destination. They focus on the humanistic qualities and experiences of the characters instead of mindless love-chasing. It’s more along the lines of literature than it is romance.”
All of us look up—Ezra with his beer to his lips, Dad unrolling his napkin, Mom holding her empty wine glass out to inspect for fingerprints before filling it, and me from gawking at his girlfriend—completely shocked by the amount of non-bank and investment related words spewing from his lips.
She should be looking at him. She should fall into the way his eyes soften, like his sappy heart, when he speaks about her. She should get lost in the sparkle in his blue eyes, in how much love can be felt through it. Instead, she’s looking at me, and I don’t know why.
“She’s incredible.” He turns his attention toward her.
She finally flicks her gaze up to meet his, a forced smile on her lips.
Mom’s voice breaks the spell we’re all under. “I’d love to read one.”
Brielle’s eyes brighten, her smile even wider. “I’d be happy to get one for you.”
“She’s a very talented writer.” I don’t think as the words tumble out of my mouth.
Brielle’s attention aims directly at me, her eyes wide. First, she looks surprised that I’ve ever read her work, even took the time to search for her name. Then horror filters through her expression because I’m about to blow this entire game of charades.
“How do you know?” Ezra asks, never missing a thing.
If I met her yesterday for the first time, I would be just as clueless about her life as my family is right now.
Charles’s eyes narrow, just like they did on top of the mountain. He sees something. I just know his analytic brain is picking this entire farce to pieces.
“I picked up the e-book last night.” I gulp down my fib, hiding my anxiousness with a sip of wine. A bead of sweat drips between my shoulder blades, sliding down the crease in my back. “Yesterday, Brielle mentioned to me that she’s a novelist. I was curious.”
“Oh.” Mom chuckles. “Mae, you’re just too sweet. Can I borrow it when you’re done?”
Shit. Now I have to buy an electronic version of one of her books when the one paperback of her most recent release still sits on my bedside in the city.
“Absolutely,” I say, nodding toward her. “You’ll absolutely love it.”
I down the rest of my wine as the table shifts to the next conversation, around Ezra’s new song they listened to in the car on the way back. Ez places both tattooed hands on the tabletop as he speaks, his curly hair tangling in the wind. They scoop food onto plates, glasses clinking with toasts. Their voices are lifted, laughter floating around us.
Suddenly, I need different air.
Quietly pushing my chair away from the table, I try to stand without too much notice. “I’m going to get another bottle of wine. Anyone need anything from the kitchen?”
“I think we have everything we need right here.” Mom is practically glowing as she stares at the family surrounding her.
Dad stands to pour himself another drink from the bar in the corner. Their voices fade behind me with each step toward the kitchen.
Leaning over the farmhouse-style sink, I look at them all out of the window. Charles’s head is thrown back, his arm loosely around the back of Brielle’s chair. Dad laughs gruffly; even without hearing it, I can tell by the way his shoulders bounce. Mom sips her wine, white teeth hidden with the joy she’ll never admit to.
And this feeling is home.
Usually, this sight would ground me. It would remind me of all the important things in life, of what I fight for every day. It’s a reminder of all the people I help and all the kindhearted, sweet boys like Charles and Ezra who might need a hand up one day. It is the very essence of why I do what I do.
I just can’t get past this sinking feeling in my gut. It’s leaden, weighing down my feet and pinning me to the ground. When I focus on it, when I think too much about what it might be, my heart races. I suddenly feel faint, sick to my stomach, afraid. All at once.
“Hey.” A warm hand grazes my arm, pulling me out of whatever rabbit hole I just fell down. “You okay?”
I look down at Brielle’s soft hand, at how her warm fingers wrap around my goose bump-lined flesh. I hate how much I like the feeling, knowing it’s just a friendly gesture. I hate how good it feels to be this close to her, how her damp hair still smells like honeysuckle. That same swarm of butterfly wings takes off in my stomach, and I now know I’ve committed the most egregious crime this family has ever seen.
I’m falling for my brother’s girlfriend.



CHAPTER 15
BRIELLE
I WAIT FOR HER ANSWER, but it doesn’t come. Usually, her voice carries our conversations. In the comfort of her office, she always had something to say. But ever since we shared that flight, her lips stay sealed, and all I see are the emotions passing through her expressions. I didn’t realize it could feel so unnerving. The way she holds this tight guise, has me doing the same.
She was standing inside the kitchen, mentally teetering on a ledge. I could see everything shattering within her. The only thing that made sense was this need to be closer to her. I’ve never had a feeling like it before.
“Are you okay?” I ask again.
Abruptly, she pulls away from my touch. Pacing on the other side of the island, she calmly wipes her damp eyes. She tucks her already pristine top into her pants, as if she’s physically becoming undone.
I force my gaze toward her bright eyes, and not toward how those pants wrap around her hips effortlessly. But before I know it, I’m looking at her bare shoulders, so soft, so beautifully brown from the sun. Darting my eyes back to her face, I swallow at the fact that I was without a doubt, checking her out.
Well, that’s a first.
“I almost blew it out there,” she whispers, her voice trembling with each syllable.
“But you didn’t.”
“That one little comment could have sent all of this up in flames.”
“But it didn’t.” I say the words so slowly, with such an attempt at comfort, that I hope she feels the hug I want to wrap around her from over here.
“This is too much.” She points to the space between us.
Just when I think she’s going to say she has the same feelings that are filling every empty space inside me, she doesn’t.
“We can’t keep lying. It’s going to come out at some point. Someone is going to figure it out.”
Of course she doesn’t feel this tug like I do. She’s just being kind.
“And we’ll deal with it if it happens,” I reassure her.
“It will happen.”
The silence is deafening as it spreads between us.
“I’m too close to this,” she says beneath her breath. “I’m too close to you.”
When her gaze rests on me, it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. She doesn’t just look at me; she looks deep inside me. Her gaze takes me in entirely, and I know I’ve never been seen so clearly before.
“Maeve,” I begin, my chest rising heavily, ready to tell her I’m feeling close to her as well. “There’s something I need to—”
“I think,” she cuts in, looking at me with a broken expression, “we should just stay farther apart for the rest of the trip.”
I want to ask how we’ll manage that, how that will help keep our secret, but my stomach drops, and I can’t say anything. Tears form like fat raindrops in her eyes, but she’s too stubborn to let even one fall. She stands excruciatingly still, her nostrils silently flaring.
I realize far too late why she’s saying all this.
“Okay,” I manage to mumble through the tightness in my chest. I can’t breathe in her perfume, can’t stand this close to her any longer.
Walking past her, I head for the bedroom and close the door. As I sit on the plush comforter at the foot of the bed, everything trickles into me at once.
I have never felt a peace as potent, as true, as I experienced holding Maeve’s hand—my face resting on her skin—while we were beneath that tree. I thought the world opening before me at the top of that mountain was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
Until I turned around and saw her.
I’ve never looked at a woman before. Not that I haven’t appreciated a nice body here and there. But to follow the slight dip of her waist just now, wrapped in the silkiest pants I could only dream of touching? To search for her piercing eyes everywhere?
So, I’m bisexual. No big deal. It’s a little late in my life for this type of realization, but I’d rather find out now than while huddling over a walker and checking out Betty-Sue in the nursing home porridge line.
Joan is going to get a kick out of this.
Sliding further onto the bed, I pull my shaking knees to my chest with hands that fit perfectly in hers. I try to ignore the longing in my arms, at how easily I melted into her touch. A touch I realize I want. A touch I just initiated. And that thought, that need to be that close to her, was what sent me tumbling backward down the hill earlier today.
“Oh no, no, no.”
I jump up as fast as my forty-three-year-old knees will allow me. My hands tangle in my already messy hair as I walk back and forth. Then, once I reach the wall, I turn on my heel and pace to the other side. An invisible tug-of-war game plays in my head.
So you’re attracted to a woman.
I’ve never even kissed a woman!
It’s not the end of the world.
Except, you’re in a long-term relationship, asshole.
Everyone has little attractions to others. Even people in relationships. It’s fine.
Except I try to be funny just to hear her laugh.
If you thought you were a cougar for dating a man three years younger than you…
Shut up!
It’s not like you’re gay. Relax. Stop overanalyzing this.
But I can’t stop thinking about a certain woman. I want to be in her arms. I want her to envelop me completely.
Just don’t act on it. Don’t think about it. You’re in a happy relationship with a wonderful man your daughter loves.
Who deserves someone that opens their heart as wide as his. Who deserves a partner that, after two years, falls in love with the man she once dreamt of—not a woman who recoils from his touch while finding comfort in his sister.
Holy hell. I’m a terrible person. I’ve probably made her the most uncomfortable she’s ever been. For women’s sake!
I came barging into that kitchen, reaching for her like I had a right. I forced her to lean against me under that tree. There she was, constantly pulling me out of the darkness, and my sick twisted mind turned it into something else. No wonder she wants space away from me.
Am I that desperate? Do I crave anyone else’s touch other than Charles’s that much? That I’d ruin the little family I’ve built with him and tear apart his relationship with his sister?
No.
My body slouches over, exhausted by the mental battle I’ve just won, and I’m sure the cost will never be worth it.
I walk to the sink, throw water on my face, wishing I could sink deeper into its shallowness. Looking up at the mirror, I wonder what the hell Charles could ever see in me. He’s so far out of my league, we’re playing different sports. And to think that Maeve would be interested in the not-so-hot mess that is myself? Not in this lifetime.
Adjusting the straps on my dress, I try to hide more of my crimson-splotched chest. If I just packed more of my normal clothes, I could be in a T-shirt and jeans right now, completely comfortable. But given the way Charles dresses, I knew I’d never fit in with his family if I did.
Thoughts still race through my mind, and as I lean into the vanity behind me, I want to call the one person who always knows what to say. Except I can’t because I left her crying in the kitchen.
Picking up my phone, I video call the only other person I can think of.
“Hey,” Joan whispers.
The video morphs into a blur of movement as she angles the phone to the cushion next to her. Emmalee is wrapped in a fluffy, white blanket, golden strands of hair fanned out around her. She’s sleeping with her face buried in the pillow, the blankets pulled high around her neck and her little eyes squeezed tight. She looks like an angel.
There’s a blur of movement again, and then Joan says, “Sorry, Bri. She just fell asleep while watching Aladdin. I can wake her, if you want to talk.”
“That’s okay,” I try to say normally. “I just wanted to call you.”
“Hey,” she murmurs softly, focusing her attention on my reflection in her phone. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” I shrug, but I know my eyes will reveal the lie.
“Did something happen between you and Charles?” Her voice is sarcastic, and only one eyebrow arches.
“No.” I shake my head. “At least not yet.”
“Oh, honey.” She steadies her eyes, softening them just slightly before coming closer to the camera. “It’s the hot brunette, isn’t it?”
My eyebrows shoot toward the stucco ceiling. I don’t answer, but the slight bob of my head fills in all the blanks for her.
“It’s always the brunettes,” she tries to joke, but I can’t even force a chuckle.
“It’s so much worse than that.” My attention is momentarily distracted by the laughter coming through the open window. “Before I knew Maeve was Charles’s sister, she was my therapist.”
She knows what that means, the information I must have told her. She knows that my sessions were the only thing keeping me sane. They’re the only thing that grounded me and forced me to stop blaming myself.
“Oh.” Joan’s voice drops. “Oh, Bri.”
“I can’t stop thinking about her,” my quiet voice says, embarrassment lacing my words. Words that are entirely an understatement. Maeve Raleigh came into my world and turned it completely upside down.
“So you’re attracted to a woman. With the glimpse I got, I don’t blame you.” She searches for the words, for the wisdom I always have to offer her.
“I don’t think it’s just attraction. I want to be near her.” I listen closely for the joy, the happiness wrapping this entire atmosphere, just below. “When she told me I have to get a new therapist, I felt like throwing up. It’s like I missed her already. When she’s upset, I want to move heaven and earth just to make it better.”
“I think it’s common to have feelings for someone who knows you so deeply.”
“I’m almost certain the American Psychological Association would identify dating a client as illegal.” Then, as my stomach churns with that knowledge, I add, “And for good reason.”
“Those rules are in place so vulnerable people don’t get taken advantage of, but I agree, nonetheless.” She pauses, sighing into the phone. “Just to play devil’s advocate, are you still her client?”
“No.”
“Great. Were you attracted to her before?”
“I hadn’t thought of it until this trip.”
“Even better. Do you think that any minute part of your affection toward her could be due to her helping you as her therapist?”
“No,” I answer immediately. “Not at all. That attraction really didn’t hit me until we were out of our professional realm.”
“Then it isn’t illegal,” she says, her voice comforting. “Plus, Brielle, my dear, this is entirely hypothetical. You are attracted to a woman. That’s okay and completely normal.”
“Just having the thoughts I’m having is unethical. I don’t even know why we’re discussing this! I’m with Charles, not Maeve. I’m having a bisexual awakening, that’s all.”
“Oh,” she says as if exasperated, as if her heart is breaking. “Oh, Brielle.”
“This is not an okay conversation when I’m in a long-term relationship.” We both don’t say the rest, the bigger issue of it all—that I’m not the only one my actions affect. “Emmalee.” I breathe in so deeply, even I can hear it through the phone. Tears prick my eyes, heating my ears. “She loves Charles so, so much.”
“But,” Joan interrupts before I can say anymore, her voice tentative and quiet, “do you love Charles so, so much?”
I don’t answer.
“Bri, you’ve always put this little girl first. You endured a life with the vilest man just to keep your family together.” She adjusts the phone in her palms and inhales sharply. “You always put her first, and then everyone else around you second. But you never, ever, put your needs on your list of priorities.”
I still can’t find my voice.
“I was so happy when you met Charles. He’s a good man. Everyone can tell that.” Her voice trails off, her tone softening. “That doesn’t mean he’s the man, the person for you. I’m not saying his sister is a great alternative, but the point is, it’s okay to want something else.”
“I don’t know what to do,” I say, the last word breaking as a silent tear streams down my flushed face. “I don’t want to have to start over. God, Joan! I’m way too old to start over.”
“Starting over isn’t the worst thing in the world.” She smiles sweetly, sympathetically. “I know you have to put Emmalee first, but your happiness feeds into her. When putting everyone else ahead of us, we sometimes forget that we’ll lose our best self if we neglect it for too long. What would this brilliant little girl think in fifteen years when she finds out that her mother, her incredibly strong mother who moved mountains to save her, was pretending to be in love with a kind man just so she could have a father? Do you think she’ll forgive herself?”
With my back still to the vanity, I slide to the floor with the phone gripped in my sweaty palms. My knees can’t hold up the way my body plummets, begging to be drawn through the floorboards and into the ground. I wipe the tears now cascading down my neck.
“She told me,” I explain, fighting my feelings back, “we should stay apart the rest of the trip.”
“So she feels the same way.” She doesn’t phrase it like a question.
“No.” I shake my head. “I think it’s the opposite. I saw her upset and stupidly went to her and touched her arms in a way that was less than casual, to say the least. I think I made her uncomfortable.”
“Did she say that?”
“She was my therapist, for fuck’s sake. She’s probably reviewing the best psychiatrist to lock me up in one of those cozy jackets that force you to hug yourself.”
“Tell me this one thing,” Joan says, and immediately, my interest is piqued. “If you met her out at a coffee shop somewhere, or maybe you bumped into her on the street after dropping Emmalee off at dance. If she wasn’t his sister or your therapist, would we be having this conversation? Would you be sitting here panicking at what this means, or would you be sinking into the first true sliver of happiness you’ve ever felt?”
My lips part as her words trickle into me, one slowly after the other. Once they’ve all settled, I know in the deepest part of my soul that Maeve’s smile would spur butterflies in my sternum regardless. If I had met her in any other situation, I don’t think I could stay away. I certainly wouldn’t make the choice to.
“I’m begging you, Brielle. Go for it. Jump straight in. Maybe she—” A knock sounds behind my bedroom door, and Joan’s voice cuts out when I drop my phone.
“I have to go.” My heart rate spikes at the thought of anyone overhearing that phone call. “Joan?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you.” My chest feels lighter as my thumb hovers over the disconnect button. “I love you.”
Jumping to my feet, I brush the rest of the tears from my face. I take a deep breath, willing away the rouge that must be tinting my cheeks.
Charles’s voice carries through the wood. “Babe, you okay?”
Guilt floods my body at my disappointment because only after he speaks do I realize I wish it had been someone else.
“Just had to use the bathroom.” I smile as I open the door. “You don’t have to knock, silly. It’s your room.”
“I respect your privacy.” He smiles, but it looks slightly different somehow. “Always.”
For just a second, we’re stuck in this place where we’re smiling at each other. This natural understanding, this harmony floating between us—I love that it’s always been this way, this easy. He’s the best friend I didn’t know I needed.
“After dinner, would you like to watch the sunset with me?” He leans against the doorframe, his sleeves still rolled up.
“I’d love nothing more.”
We amble back outside, where everyone is still eating and in lively conversation. The salty breeze hits me immediately, and I’m thankful for the way it chills my heated flesh.
“Right on time.” Martine raises her almost empty glass toward us. “We were just about to make a toast.”
“And what are we toasting?” Charles asks.
She smiles with her lips parted. “All of you,” she answers, pride emanating from each word.
My eyes scan the table and immediately fall on the empty seat across from me. Just as my worry begins to spike, turning my palms wet, Maeve walks out of the house and into the dimming sunlight.
As she sits, I take note of her puffy eyes, only hidden by the rimless glasses now on her face. Her face is bare, highlighting those little beauty marks trailing her jawline and above her eyebrow, and I wonder how hard she must have been crying to have needed to wash her face and take out her contacts.
“I’d love to start,” Maeve’s unusually shaky voice comes out of nowhere.
In unison, we all raise our glasses, some emptier than others. She takes a silent breath, closing her eyes briefly, and I can tell I’m the only one noticing her change in demeanor.
“To my family. New—” She pauses, focusing her smile on me as everyone does the same. “And old.” She winks at her father.
“Hey!” William groans.
Immediately, Ezra’s snickers follow. “Some much older than others.”
The chuckles die down, but our smiles remain.
“Here’s to the laughter that fills our home, the love that binds us together, and the memories we create around this table every single year.” She raises her glass higher, but her voice seems to fade with the passing wind as she gazes out to the ocean. “To the roots of this little life that anchors us, the branches that always support us, and to all of you.” She stops talking and finds my eyes. “You all are the leaves that add so much color to my life. No matter how old we get or where life takes us, I’m so thankful we have this: family.”
I can’t describe the emotions painted in bold strokes across each of their faces. Martine’s eyes are filled with tears, her hand slightly shaking. William has a slight tilt to his head, his nostrils flaring like he’s holding back his own waterworks display. Charles and Ezra have the same smile, the same glint in their eyes.
I’m left speechless by this woman who continues to find ways to surprise me. She’s made me feel more alive in the past forty-eight hours than I have in my entire life. And if I thought I was terrified of the future before, I was so wrong.
“I’m so proud of all of you,” Martine says, wiping tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Look at the incredible adults you’ve turned into!”
“To those who know us best!” Charles lifts his glass. “Those who love us most, those that always stand by us.” He smiles at Maeve from across the table, his loose hand finding mine beneath it. “To everyone around this table that makes this family a home to fall into.”
“Yeah,” Ezra shouts, tapping the bottom of his glass on the table before raising it again. “What they said!”
We all raise our glasses, chuckling as we clink them over the food around us. The air is thick, heavy with their love.
As they continue to share stories, continue to drain their beverages and laugh over nothing at all, I can’t help but catch Maeve’s focus out of the corner of my eye. It takes every last ounce of my will not to grab her from the table and apologize for everything I’ve caused.
As the sun sets and blankets us in a bright purple halo, I finish my scallops and salad in silence, observing the ties that stretch across the table and through the family sitting before me. I’ve never seen anything simpler and more honest than the love radiating from each of them.
If someone doesn’t have this type of love in their life, I hope they get to see it just once like I am now. I hope they feel the warmth from curled lips like this because it’s the most beautiful feeling in the world. I’m in awe that something so intangible can feel so real.
“Martine,” I say as we all begin getting up from the table, her small hands already scooping up dirty dishes, “I’d love to help you clean up.”
“You go watch the sunset with Charles,” Maeve says, reaching across the table for my empty glass. “I can help clean up.”
“I think that’s a lovely idea.” Martine conspiratorially grins. “You kids go have fun.”
Well, that’s the first time since I’ve been called a kid in the last two decades.
“Come on, love.” Charles takes me beneath his arm, his cheeks rosy from the alcohol that went down far too easily when so much laughter was involved.
I can’t help but search for something in Maeve’s face before turning away, hoping I don’t see shattering glass behind those crystal eyes. Charles pulls me away, and we’re walking toward the shore before I can tell.
He takes my hand in his, and we lean on each other as we stroll down the seaside, tantalized by the rainbow exploding over the water’s edge. The purple there before has turned to pink, cascading down into shades of red and orange. The water absorbs the color, each hue glittering off its surface.
“What do you think of them?” he asks after a while.
“Your family?” I look at him with an incredulous expression. “How could I not love them, Charles? You all are…” I search for the right way to describe what they possess. “I, I didn’t realize families this close really existed. I always thought this was a thing for movies.”
“They’re real, alright.” He beams beneath the moonlight. “Real annoying most of the time.”
“Stop it!” With a slight sway in my step, I purposely bump into him. “You’re in love with them.”
“They are pretty great, aren’t they?”
“The absolute best.”
“I hope you like them enough to see them again. I mean,” he says, and then swallows the rest of his words. He glances toward the water, anywhere but my eyes, before he continues. “I mean, it’s been over a year, and I want us to be one family. I know you want to take everything slow for Emmalee. I know this was a huge step, but I hope we can continue to take big steps.”
“I’m happy you asked me to come.” My throat is dry, lips suddenly chapping in the breeze. I’m holding my breath, hoping this conversation isn’t going where it sounds like it is.
“Do you think—” His neck flexes in the time it takes him to find his voice. “Can we continue to move forward like this? Even if it is only baby steps together. Because I can see forever with you, Brielle.”
I think my lungs have completely left my body, because I’m not even holding my breath anymore. It’s just gone. I can feel my pulse quicken, the heat rising to my ears.
“Me too,” I say as I bury my guilt into his shirt, tears dotting the fabric.
“Oh, honey.” He smiles down at me, cupping my warm face in his hands. “You don’t have to cry.”
“I love you,” I say, squeezing my eyes closed, unwilling to admit that while I can picture forever with him too, I don’t think I can do it anymore.
I do love him, and I’m terrified of the look he will give me when everything turns to rubble. One day, when I’m not here to whisper the same words up to him, I hope he knows that at one time, I meant them.
We find a dry place and fall back into the sand. With our toes squished in the coarse granules, we sit side by side watching the tide recede. His eyes lock on the dark water rippling before us.
“You know how much I love you, right?” He’s distracted by the darkness over the horizon, and I’m completely confused by the question.
With my gaze, I trace the sharp lines in his clenched jaw, the way his plump lips curve as they press together.
“More than anything in the world,” I answer, and I believe it with every fiber of my being, every fiber that’s unraveling as we speak. “I love you too.”
Even though it isn’t a lie, my stomach always drops when I say it because it’s not the type of love he’s referring to right now. I’ve never had more love, more admiration, for another person aside from Emmalee. He has my love completely.
He just can’t have me.
Staring at him, I try to decipher the thoughts running through his mind. He turns to me, his face serious, and my stomach drops. He knows. His jaw is locked, eyes turned downwards, even though a slight smile lines his lips. He’s finally put the pieces together and realized how terrible of a person I am. But then he smiles that star-worthy way.
Taking me beneath his arm and pulling me into him, he places a gentle kiss on my cheek. With my head pressed against his chest, him breathing in my hair, we watch the sun disappear behind what looks like the end of the world. The water seems to slow, giving way to the tug that’s somewhere deep and unknown.
The quiet, the love felt through his fingertips, I didn’t know it could hurt so much.



CHAPTER 16
MAEVE
ALMOST FOUR HOURS LATER AND I’m finally through the virtual appointments scheduled for today. Luckily, I only had two patients. Even though one has severe OCD and spent half of our time panicking over the change in their in-person appointment, my workday wasn’t too taxing.
After scouring through my case notes and finalizing my records with updates for next week when I’ll be back in the office, I glance at the clock. There’s one person on my appointment calendar whom I haven’t seen today, and she’s three doors over.
I shake my head, forcing out the way my mind always wraps back around to her. Molly feels my movement and curls tighter around my legs beneath the desk. Without looking at her, I rub the silky hair on her head.
The phone that I’ve completely forgotten about buzzes from my bedside table. There’s a flutter of messages I’ve missed throughout the morning, but none of them from the one person I actually want to talk to.
 
Mom - 8:23 a.m.
Don’t forget we have shopping today! Bremena Boardwalk, just like always.
Julian - 9:46 a.m.
Patiently waiting for an update…
Mom - 9:54 a.m.
One o’clock sharp! I need a new dress for dinner later.
Julian - 9:56 a.m.
…not so patiently waiting.
Julian - 10:02 a.m.
Come on! I’m dying over here. My black ass will be found decomposing in your dining room, and there will be no one else to blame but you.
 
I click on the photo of Julian with those ridiculous big neon sunglasses he wore when we first met, and he picks up on the first ring. “Thank God!”
“You really need to tone down the d`ramatics.” I chuckle. “Meryl Streep’s going to want her Oscar back.”
“Maybe she’s just jealous and wants a cameo in my life’s blockbuster when it comes out,” he scoffs playfully, and I know he’s shimmying his shoulders. “I’ll keep my sunglasses on, just in case she calls. You never know, babe.”
“It would be one of those Dateline documentaries.” I laugh. “Not a blockbuster.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” he says, sass turned up to the max. “My Momma always said I have a face for television.”
“You mean radio.”
“Anyway,” he shouts. “Update, please!”
“See, the thing is”—I grin, turning in my chair and glancing out at the window—“you say please,
but it always sounds like a demand.”
“Fine,” he relents. “I’m demanding. Tell. Me. Everything! Are you two madly in love yet and strolling off into the sunset?”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, with my brother and family waving goodbye behind us. We’re a tight-knit family like that.”
“Hey, some people have six wives. Others fall in love with their brother’s girlfriend. The world is a sticky place.”
“I’m not in love with Brielle,” I argue, my tone much harsher than I intended.
“Wow,” he says, exhaling the word. “I was just joking, Maeve. Are you okay?”
Leaning my elbows on the desk before me, I squeeze my temples. “I’m fine. I just finished a couple virtual sessions and I’m tired. That’s all.”
“Talk to me, love,” he says, and damn. I wish it were that easy.
“I can’t.” My voice is distorted, hollow in a way that mimics the feeling in my chest.
“You’ve never been this quiet before.” He sounds so worried, even across the distance.
I wish everyone would stop commenting on how quiet they think I am this week! But I know he’s right. I’m always so bubbly, afraid that if I let that facade slip just once, I won’t be able to lift someone up when they need it. Julian and I have this back and forth between us, like a hilarious impromptu skit that’s always performing. I just don’t have the energy for any of it right now.
“No matter how hard I’m working”—I gulp—“any free second I get is consumed by thoughts of her. I’m having a hard time seeing her with Charles. If I knew she was truly happy, that would be one thing; I would walk away in a heartbeat. I desperately want her to be happy—so much so, it hurts if I think about it too much.”
“And she’s not happy?”
“No.” My voice is barely above a whisper.
I can hear him breathing, but the line is silent. “Hello?” I call out.
“I’m processing.”
“Processing what?” I snap.
He answers slowly, “The best advice a friend can give right now.”
“Well,” I say quietly, secretly hopeful, “what’s your golden advice, best friend?”
“I’m torn.” There’s no playful banter behind his words. “You’ve always cared too much about those around you. You give and you give, and then you give some more. I’ve seen this job completely tear you apart some days.”
“But it’s entirely worth it.”
“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” he responds softly. “But you give so much that the only thing you have outside of your job is me and your family.”
“And Molly,” I add, as if that makes it seem any less pathetic.
“And Molly,” he repeats, and I can hear the smile in his words, the wrinkles in the corner of his eyes. “But Molly isn’t someone to build a life with.”
“I don’t know. I think we’ve built a pretty good life together.” I scratch her belly with the curve of my foot.
“You have,” he says. “However, she won’t always be there when you come home after a stressful day. She can’t help you pick out the ripest cantaloupe in the grocery store. She can’t bring you flowers on your anniversary. You can’t drink tea on the back deck as years pass, reminiscing about what a gallon of milk used to cost. She can’t hold you and whisper everything will be okay when you’re too tired to tell yourself.”
I don’t realize I’m crying until a tear splatters on the blond wood beneath me. Squeezing my eyes tight, I bite my lip until copper coats my tongue. It’s only in that pain do I realize how numb I was before it.
“One day, my time will come,” I rationalize, my voice trembling with the force of an earthquake.
Now that he’s said it aloud, now that he’s outlined the very fear of my existence into such clear words, the truth consumes me. I’ve never wanted something as badly as this. Even with Amara. Even before she made the choice of another woman over me. It didn’t come close to this feeling within me.
I haven’t fallen for Brielle. I’ve dived so deeply into the unknown, there’s no coming back from this.
“I’m torn between telling you that time is now”—Julian pauses, inhaling sharply—“and between telling you to do anything to save your brother from the heartache you went through not long ago.”
Even though he doesn’t intend it to, his comment drives a stake through my already fracturing heart. That feeling, the heartbreaking moment when I knew my life would never be the same without Amara, floods back through me.
“When you put it so simply”—my lips move, but I don’t register anything other than the pull of the ocean beyond the glass—“I think the answer is obvious.”
“I want to tell you to do it anyway. I want to tell you to dive in headfirst because anyone who catches your attention like this, anyone who takes up this kind of space in your mind, has to be one fucking incredible bad bitch, but…”
“But Charles,” I say for him.
“But you and your family have such an incredible relationship, and I know you’d be lost without it.”
He’s right. Every word. Every sentence. Everything. “I love you.” I smile into the phone, wishing I had his beautiful face to hug, as the tears silently stream down my face.
“I love you more. I wish this could be one of those times where you choose what your heart wants over all else. I wish you could damn everyone else if it meant you finally felt the same light that you breathe into everyone else.”
“Me too.” I wipe the tear-shaped puddles off the desk with my free arm. “Me too.”
We hang up, and the silence that follows is disturbing. Molly rustles again but settles immediately. My phone buzzes on the desk, and I watch a text scroll across the screen.
 
Mom - 1:08 p.m.
I said one o’clock sharp. We’re waiting downstairs! You look beautiful as is. Get away from the mirror.
 
I’m not doing this today.
 
Me - 1:08 p.m.
Sorry, Ma! My appointments are running late today. I won’t be able to come, but I can’t wait for dinner later. XOXO
 
Looking back outside, I know I’ve taken a step in the right direction, for once. At any other time, any other year, I would have put on a happy face and gone along with our annual antics, no matter how I felt. For the first time, I’m taking the time to breathe when I need it most.
* * *
Curling into my favorite crocheted blanket on the couch, I flip another page of my book as the silence of the empty house surrounds me completely. I take a sip of my tea before setting it back on the coffee table in front of me. It almost feels like any year before. Normal.
“Oh!”
Brielle’s voice startles me.
“I didn’t think anyone would be home.”
“Sorry.” I close my book, sitting up a little straighter. “I can go back to my room if you want some peace.”
“No,” she interjects, eyebrows in a furrow. “What are you reading?”
“Just a silly little romance.” I shrug, hoping she doesn’t see the cover that I’ve just hid beneath the blanket and judge me for the smut I choose to indulge in on the weekends. I should end the conversation here, keep my distance, like I said yesterday. But I can’t help myself. “How’s the writing coming?”
“It’s actually coming along.” The way she smiles, the way her body slumps into the space on the couch beside me, has my stomach fluttering in ways it has no right to.
“Tell me about it,” I all but beg her. I want every detail of what brings that much light into her. Then I add, “Only if you want.”
“You want to know more about what I’m writing?”
“Absolutely.” How could she even second-guess that?
“I’m sure you prefer those sophisticated nonfiction memoirs when you’re not on vacation.” She waves off my question as if I’m just trying to appease her. “I would bore you.”
Defeated, I lift up the book I slid beneath the covers just seconds ago. “Try me.”
Her eyes narrow in on the cover, on the two women intertwined in nothing but lace. “A. C. Treyaz?”
“You know her?” I chuckle, pulling my hands up to cover my face. “That just adds to the embarrassment.” Not to mention, my now burning desire to know why a straight woman reads lesbian smut.
“I have her on my Kindle. I don’t know one woman who doesn’t read her.” She laughs, fanning herself dramatically. “Hot. Hot. Hot.”
“I should probably refresh my library with some more of those sophisticated nonfiction memoirs you talk about.”
“You”—she grins—“are so unlike who I thought you were.” The way she says it isn’t an insult. It’s like she was pleasantly surprised, like she wouldn’t have it any other way. “Do you really want to hear more about my next book, or are you just being nice?”
She adjusts herself on the couch, sliding one bare leg over the other. My gaze trails along her skin, along the loose dress draped over her body. She looks so much more feminine, so confident, when she’s not hiding behind layers of plaid.
Stop. She’s not artwork. She’s not a prized possession to ogle at. She’s a woman. A friend. Soon to be a sister-in-law, probably.
She is, without a doubt, a piece of artwork, though.
“I honestly would love to hear about it.”
“I figured out the plot. It isn’t like my other romances. It doesn’t have some sort of easy beginning, no silly troubles along the way. I took all the fluff out. Every last unnecessary piece, and I’ve never felt so free.”
“Who is it about?” I get lost in how she stares out at the room, at how she looks so natural sitting here, talking about this. “What’s the lucky man and woman doing in this one?”
She turns to me, and I can physically see her armor building as her face stills.
“Every writer has their own process,” I say without judgment. “You don’t have to tell me. I’ll just have to buy it when it comes out.”
Her eyes are still on me when she says, “It isn’t about a man and a woman.”
The air is knocked out of my lungs because why would someone straight write about a couple who isn’t? Reading lesbian romance? I think every woman has done that a time or two. But writing and putting yourself in the position of your character’s sexuality? That seems different somehow.
“There are no faraway escapes, no Caribbean adventures.” She continues, “I don’t know where the concept came from, but it engulfed me completely last night. I’ve never written so fervently without pause before.” The way her eyes sparkle, the pride she’ll never admit to, has me smiling from ear to ear.
“Tell me more.”
“If it absolutely sucks”—she smirks—“you’ll tell me?”
“I don’t think anything that comes from your fingertips could ever suck, Brielle.” I don’t insert a really inappropriate innuendo about what potential those fingers have either, although it does pop into my mind.
“Promise me.”
“I promise,” I concede, watching her giddiness take over as she turns and inches closer to me.
I hold my breath as her perfume wraps around me.
“The first scene opens to a woman on her deathbed.”
My eyebrows rise despite trying to hold back my reaction.
She sees it. “But it’s not as sad or bad as you think. As a ninety-year-old widow, she’s lived a full life. Just outside sits her three children and their children, but the real story is about who is sitting beside her bed: her best friend of sixty years.”
“What’s the story with the best friend?” I ask, willing to ask anything that will make her speak so animatedly again.
“A woman she fell in love with at a time when there weren’t Pride flags swaying in front of prominent buildings—a time of upheaval and guilt, of hiding and shame. They knew they were in love, but they married other men because that was what they had to do, what they were told to do. At that time, there wasn’t another way, a safer way.”
My stomach drops, a fire rushing through my veins. I knew I was gay my entire life. Even then I was terrified when I came out. Not because I cared what people thought, but because there were still couples being beaten for walking hand in hand on empty city streets. There were still bars being burned, clubs shot up with people like me in them, people who just so happened to love the same sex.
“Sixty years they were in love from afar. Sixty years of watching each other build a life with another person, knowing it could never be them.” Brielle’s hazelnut eyes are locked on me.
“That—” I swallow, bringing some moisture to my dry throat. “That sounds like an incredibly important story to tell.”
“You really think so? You don’t think it’s too much?”
“I’ve never seen as much light in your eyes as I have sitting here listening to you passionately talk about it,” I explain quietly. “I think it’s a story people need to hear.”
For a second, I’m held in place by the still air around us. I’m lost in the way her gaze sinks into me, in how I want to be closer to her. A part of me wants to ask her where the idea came from. I want to know what made her want to write about a forbidden love story between two women, but I lose my nerve. Pulling my attention away first, I find my empty mug on the table and pick it up, knowing all too well that I stared for too long.
“I think I’m going to get another cup of tea and watch a movie.”
“Can I join you?” The words leave her lips so effortlessly, so calmly, that I feel bad for the swirl of emotions in me. “Unless you want me to go?”
I need to say no and agree that she should go somewhere else. I need to be around Chaz when I’m with her, because then I remember my place. Then I can remember that her smile is for him, that he causes her to laugh. With his arm around her, I have my reality check. But with her like this? With her casual body draped in the most beautiful fabric I’ve ever seen, her curly hair framing her face? I could lose my footing far too easily. I think I already have.
“I’d love that,” I say too honestly.
I fix the tea while she flips through the streaming channels. With her career in romance writing, I’m terrified I’m going to walk back into the living room and see a rom-com on the television. I don’t think I can sit through a movie with others kissing while feeling her warmth so close to my body.
I might be going to hell, but I’m not a masochist.
“Insidious?” I laugh at the title scrolling across the screen when I walk back in. “I didn’t take you for a horror fanatic.”
“Oh, Maeve Raleigh, there is so much you don’t know about me.” And her voice is almost like a taunt, like she’s asking me to try.
After handing her a cup of steaming black tea, I pull the blanket around me as the television comes to life. She settles back, crossing and uncrossing her legs again as if she’s cold from the air-conditioning.
“Would you like some of the blanket?” I freeze, realizing how weird that sounds. “I mean, I can get you your own.”
“I’d love to share.” She smiles, that impossible confidence as bright as the white of her teeth.
Slowly, I slide half the cover toward her. After setting her tea on the table beside her, she inches closer toward me. Her bare thigh grazes mine, and goose bumps shoot across my skin. She pulls the blanket over her lap, not even glancing my way.
That honeysuckle scent engulfs me completely, and I have to fight the way my breath quickens, the way the heat from her body crawls from every place she touches and spreads within my chest. I hope she can’t hear my heartbeat, can’t tell the way my pulse has sped up.
“Are you okay?”
I try to hide my surprise by taking my cup from the table and bringing it to my lips. “Never better.”
The movie plays on, but I can’t focus. My body is stiff, acutely aware of her proximity no matter how hard I try to watch the flashing darkness on the screen.
A demon being jumps into view out of nowhere—there’s not even the impending music leading up to the jump scare. In one swift movement, Brielle’s hand trails beneath the blanket’s fluffy material and finds my sweaty palm. She grabs my hand, fingers intertwined with mine, without taking her eyes off the screen. I can’t help the shock I know is in my expression as I glance toward her. I don’t move, don’t dare do anything to scare her away.
As the scene continues, screaming filling my hearing and bouncing off the room’s high ceiling, her grip slightly tightens. The gore passes, but she doesn’t move her hand from mine. My shoulders slump at the realization. Everything fades away. The movie. The house. Life. Everything.
All that’s present, all that I know, is her leg is pressed against mine. Her clammy hand holding mine. The contentment rushing over me as her head sinks into the pillow behind us. The way her eyes close. The breeze that floats on floral clouds when she turns toward me. The feeling of her breath on my neck as I watch her fall asleep.
I don’t mean to, but when I close my own eyes, trying to imagine the comfort she’s feeling, I drift off too. Because this is the closest thing to perfection I’ll ever get.
* * *
“Mae?” a husky voice fills my hearing.
I open my eyes to dusk enveloping the house, a single ray of the setting sun lighting the room in a hazy, yellow glow.
“Mae?” Now I know it’s Chaz’s voice.
I try to move, but everything feels achy from being in the same position for too long. I attempt to lift my head but can’t. When my eyes flutter open, there’s a beautiful face curled into my neck and an arm wrapped around my stomach with warm fingers intertwined with mine.
Panic floods me all at once.
“Oh,” I gasp. I try to slip out of Brielle’s grasp without waking her, bunching the blanket beneath her head as I do.
“Looks like you girls had a nice afternoon.” He turns the television off, his movements rigid as I stand from the couch.
“We were watching a movie but must have fallen asleep.” I yawn. “I’m sorry.”
He tucks the blanket more snugly around her, treating her like a precious gem. The way he brushes a curl out of her face has my stomach churning. He faces me and motions toward the kitchen where we don’t have to whisper.
“She’s been really tired lately.”
“Maybe the nap will help,” I say unsurely, hoping he didn’t see anything more than just two people who happened to fall asleep.
Yeah. Together. On a couch. Cuddling.
“I’m happy you two are getting along.” He takes a glass from the cupboard and fills it with water. “What do you think?”
That I’m a terrible person.
“Of you two?” I ask. “Why would you ask me that?”
“Because you’re my sister.” He shrugs. “Because I think I care about your opinion over anyone else’s.”
Oh, my heart.
“I’m happy for you,” I say sincerely. “I don’t think you could have found anyone more genuinely kind than Brielle.”
He sighs as his attention points toward the open window, toward the sun disappearing over the horizon. “She’s pretty incredible.”
“I can see that.” I gulp down the lava threatening to come up my throat, the sinking feeling pulling my tired body down.
As his eyes meet mine—he’s got the same nose as mine, the same little dimple—I want to disappear, because they look like they’re breaking.
I wish I were a better sister.



CHAPTER 17
BRIELLE
WHEN I WAKE THE NEXT morning, Charles’s side of the bed is empty. I plop back down in the fluff of the comforter, silently wishing I had a redo button. If I did, I wouldn’t have said yes when Charles asked me to meet his family. I would’ve come up with every reason possible to avoid it.
If I’d said no, I wouldn’t know now that my past has nothing to do with why I can’t fall in love with him. I wouldn’t know that there is a hand, an embrace, out there that fits mine too easily. I wouldn’t be ready to blow up Emmalee’s safe little life for a different one.
The bedroom door opens with a quiet creak, and Charles tiptoes inside, drenched in sweat. He’s wearing sneakers and running shorts, his hair slick to his scalp.
“Oh, you’re up.” He smiles instantly, but there’s something different about it. “I wanted to sneak in a run before breakfast. I’m sorry if I woke you.”
“You didn’t, honey,” I say, not ready for things to change so fast just yet. “You don’t usually run in the morning.”
“Just had some steam to let out.” His shoulders look tense, his face puffy as if he’s been crying.
My lips part, and I’m so close to asking him to explain, but I think better of it. I don’t actually know if I want to hear his answer.
“Is something wrong?” I ask tentatively, bouncing the covers around my chest.
He turns toward me, his eyebrows firmly arched. His face tenses and shoulders visibly tighten before he lets out a sigh and leans against the window overlooking the ocean.
“Charles?”
“What?” he snaps.
I instantly recoil. He’s never done that before.
When he sees my reaction, he wipes the sweat from his forehead with his forearm, burying his face before lifting it again. “I’m sorry. I just have a lot going on.”
I’ve never seen him so distraught and on edge.
“Is it work?” I ask quietly, still recovering from the tone I never thought I’d hear from his mouth.
He looks at me, staring into my soul. “Yes,” he finally answers, and deep down, I know he’s lying. “I’m handling it. What are your plans for today?”
“I’m going to hide out here for a while. I got an email from Christina, my agent, yesterday that I ignored. She really needs the first few chapters to send to the publisher.”
“All work and no play,” he mischievously grins, almost as if desperately trying to find some normalcy, but his expression still seems off.
“We’ve been doing nothing but playing this entire week.”
He stands tentatively and then makes his way to the bathroom. “I’m going to shower.” He peeks his head out around the doorframe, eyes soft and hopeful. “Join me?”
“I really need some coffee, but I’ll hop in if you’re still there when I get back.”
His facade slips, his smile—albeit forced—is now a straight line, and now I know for sure that something is wrong. He closes the door behind him without a word, the wood slamming on impact. I’ve never seen him disappointed before, especially not by something so trivial.
I busy myself with making the bed, pulling out my clothes for later, and setting up my laptop. Only then do I slip into the kitchen to get a cup, knowing that by the time I make it back, he’ll be squeaky clean and fully dressed.
Maeve’s standing by the coffee pot, white mug in hand. Her face is solemn as she looks out of the window. I stand in the entryway, not willing to disturb her just yet. Her hair has this natural bounce to it as it lays over her shoulder. A tank top hangs off her body, and her thin shorts barely meet at mid thigh.
She’s breathtaking, and it’s at this moment that I realize what I haven’t been able to put to words yet. I want her. I want her in ways I don’t want Charles. My heart expands to make room for her, a feeling I’ve never had before.
She turns toward me as if she can feel my gaze, and I stiffen instantly. She straightens, pushes her glasses farther up her nose before clearing her throat.
“Good morning.”
“Morning.” I smile, but she doesn’t reciprocate.
Without another word, she turns toward the cabinet and pulls out another cup. She pours steaming liquid into it, one sugar, and tops it with just a splash of milk. It shocks me that she knows how I take my coffee even though we’ve never talked about it.
“Sleep well?” she asks with her back to me.
I step around the island and inch closer to her, my body almost gravitating without any conscious thought. “I was up for almost half of it, actually.”
Turning, she hands the coffee to me. “Me too.”
Our hands touch as she passes the mug to me, but she pulls back so quickly, I almost drop the cup. She picks her coffee up, drinking the rest of the contents in one gulp. Turning back toward the window, she immediately starts washing the cup.
“Would you—” I swallow, already overthinking what I want to say “—take a walk with me later? I would like to talk about something.”
The water rushes into the sink as she lifts her head. I can’t see her eyes, but I want to know what they’re saying. I want to know if there’s the same realization in them. I need to know if she feels this too. Because if she does, if there’s one ounce of hope that she might have butterflies swarming in her stomach too, then I think I might blow my entire world up for her.
“I have a lot of work today,” she says without turning around.
“Oh.” I can’t fight the sigh leaving my lips, the disappointment weighing down my voice. “Of course. I’m sorry for bothering you.”
In one swift movement, I turn with every intention of walking back to my room. I only stop when, out of the corner of my eye, I see her shoulders slump. Her hands are still in the sink, her head falling over her body.
I want to confess everything that I’m feeling deep down, even though I shouldn’t be. I want the same space with her that we used to share. But we’ll never be the same two people who were sitting in her office weeks ago. So, swallowing the words back down my throat, I leave her like she wants me to do.
* * *
I sit in the quiet room after Charles leaves, the window open in front of me and the air blowing salty kisses onto my skin. Seeing the way Maeve’s eyes lit up last night, the feelings she tried to push back and not say aloud, makes me want to write this story that much more.
The words spew from my fingertips so quickly, I’m having a hard time keeping up. After not being able to write for so long, after staring at a blank page until my eyes turned it a shade of yellow, I can barely catch my breath.
The main character lies in that bed in that opening scene, knowing her last breath is coming. She uses it to confess the love they haven’t spoken of in decades. She tells her that her only regret, the one thing she would do differently if she could do it all again, is the fact that they weren’t together.
The story flashes back, tracing the outline of their separate lives. It goes through the love, the pure heartache, that envelops them both as they live through it all together: every man loved, every child born, every grandchild’s birthday party. It’s a love story, one of the truest kinds. It’s the kind that endures all, the kind that reminds us that when we find that person, never, ever let them go.
I don’t even realize hours have passed until the sun shifts into view, blinding me through the open window. Blinking the dryness out of my strained eyes and stretching my aching fingers, I check the clock. Three p.m.
A knock taps on the door before Charles walks through it. He then stops, grinning like a child on Christmas Day as he takes me in. An empty coffee cup and water bottle sit to my right. I still haven’t showered, and I’m certain I look exactly the same as he left me six hours ago.
“You didn’t even come out of your cave for food, did you?”
“I had beans for breakfast,” I scoff playfully, turning back to my computer and sliding the screen closed.
“Coffee beans do not count as a breakfast.” He laughs. “We’ll be leaving for the wine trail shortly. Can I steal you away from your writing for a few hours?”
As he kisses the top of my head, I say, “Always.”
“Perfect.”
“You seem better,” I confess tentatively, my eyes narrowing suspiciously.
His chin rests atop my head, his body stiffening behind me. “Nothing a long walk along the shore couldn’t help.”
* * *
Wine trails in New York State have not properly prepared me for a Californian vineyard. We pull into a rocky parking lot surrounded by hundreds of miles of strung grapes. The fruit doesn’t trail along thick strings or wooden beams here. They’re entire trees, huge structures with protruding vines arching in all directions.
A massive slate building stands before us with dozens of tables and benches wrapping around the little pond to the left.
“Welcome to Bremena Wine Estates,” Martine’s airy voice chirps.
“This is Mom’s favorite tradition,” Ezra whispers as we exit the car. “We come every summer, visit with the locals, and then stock up on wine for the year. Some of us”—his eyebrows bounce in Martine’s direction—“more than others.”
“Alrighty.” William moans as he slips from his seat and finds solid ground.
“So, how does this work?” I ask, pulling my sunglasses over my nose in an attempt to fight the scorching sun. “Do we have a tasting here, then go to the next winery?”
“Well,” Charles’s voice awkwardly rises, “not quite.”
“That’s how it starts.” Ezra grins.
“Oh,” Maeve’s voice groans from behind us. “Just tell the poor woman what she’s about to get into.”
I jump slightly but calm once Charles’s hand finds my back. Maeve told everyone she had work to finish up, meaning she would be shortly behind us. I think they believed her, but I didn’t. With how our lack of a conversation went this morning, I thought that she’d do everything to avoid me.
“We’ll have a tasting here.” Martine points to the elegant building towering over us. “Then we’ll walk over to their sister vineyard across the way.”
“That sounds nice,” I say, secretly hoping I can get back in time to get another couple of hours of writing done before bed.
William smirks. “She’s not done.”
Shit.
“Then we come back here and go grape picking. We trail along the aisles of grapes and pick our own blends.” Martine can barely contain her excitement as she bounces on her heels. “You can bring them back, stomp them yourself, and then pick up your custom bottle of wine next year!”
“Grape stomping?”
“It’s unnecessary,” Charles explains. “I doubt they even use the same grapes in the wine, but honestly it’s the best part.”
“It was our favorite thing to do as kids,” Ezra adds. “Good luck trying to get the purple stains off your feet, though. That’s a permanent tattoo for at least the next week.”
I take their word for it as we enter the tasting room littered with people. Wine and brewing-related signs pattern the walls, candles gently light the room. Sommeliers holding bottles, wine enthusiasts swishing liquids in glasses pressed to their noses.
They continue walking, heading straight for what I’m assuming is their usual spot. I hesitate. I can’t tell the difference between boxed wine and a vintage collection. I’m going to make a fool of myself.
“It’s not as intimidating as it looks.” That sweet, soft voice wraps around me.
“I’m used to wine tasting consisting of being left alone with a flight of four glasses on what looks like a cheese board.” I know my voice sounds panicked as I see that every patron essentially has their own sommelier. “I’m not really a drinker.”
“Neither am I.” She shrugs. “Good wine has always been important to Mom. It took a while for me to learn the ropes too. I’m happy to pick a few for you to sample.”
“Important to Martine?” I can’t help the way the corners of my eyes droop. For once, I wish she’d put her wants first. “Why do you do this, then, if you’d rather be at home drinking tea and reading a book?”
Her expression changes, her eyebrows softening as she allows her jaw to go slack. “Family.”
Her gaze locks onto mine, and she says it so simply, so much like it’s just a fact of life—no different from the knowledge that the sky is blue or the beauty of natural creations like Niagara Falls—that my chest tightens. I brush the feeling off, pushing down everything I really want to say.
“I thought you wanted to stay away from me?”
“What I want and what I need to do are two different things,” she says in a hushed tone, her face tilted toward me. Her breath brushes a soft spot in my neck, and I fight the sweet shiver trying to roll through me.
I attempt to deconstruct her cryptic response, but I’m swooped into Charles’s strong arms before I can. I don’t look back as he guides me toward the bustle of people and starts rattling off wine names that I struggle to pronounce.
A tall woman hugged by a fitted blazer follows us to a circular table we all fill in around. She leans on one hip, pen and paper in hand.
“Hey guys! It’s been a while. I’m Danni, and I’ll be your wine expert for the night.” Stray blonde hair gathers loosely on the back of her neck, her gorgeous messy bun almost completely unraveling.
“It’s so nice to see you again,” says Martine, adjusting her reading glasses. “Danni, how was the offseason?”
“Blissfully slow.” She grins, their familiarity felt in her voice. “It’s nice to see you, Maeve.”
Maeve looks up and meets Danni’s green eyes. Everyone begins scanning the wine list, discussing amongst themselves which to choose. I hear Martine scold William and Charles, telling them no dark liquor is allowed today. But my eyes? I can’t tear them away from Maeve.
“It’s been a while,” Maeve says slowly, those eyes lifting up and taking in Danni’s. “It’s nice to see you.” Their closeness, the layers of something written in between their words, has heat rushing to my ears.
Damn. Am I jealous? It’s just the way Maeve’s body leans toward her, the way her lips quirk up. I don’t want anyone receiving that much from Maeve, or even looking at her like that.
“I have this incredible bottle of sauvignon blanc that I’ve been saving for you, Maeve.” Danni’s voice drops as if she doesn’t want anyone else to hear.
“You go, honey.” Martine waves Maeve along, a hidden glint in her eyes. “We’re still deciding.”
Seemingly without another thought, Maeve gets up and follows her to the bar. Charles asks what looks good, but my attention is completely pulled by the current of them moving away.
Maeve leans on the counter, her long hair cascading down her back. Her pale-cream blouse pulls as she brings her face close to Danni’s and laughs for everyone to hear. Her heels cling on the leg of the barstool as she slides into it, and Danni’s cheeks begin to pinken as she pours a glass of wine before her.
The way their bodies gravitate toward each other, leaning too close, has this twinge spasming in my stomach. Regardless of how many women flirt with Charles while we’ve been out together, how many times he’s gotten free drinks from the bar down the road, I’ve never felt like this.
“Love?” Charles asks, and I’m snapped back to the table.
“I’ll try whatever you’re having,” I say quickly, trying to ignore that it feels like rouge is tinting my cheeks.
He follows my gaze to where they were just frozen. “Aren’t they cute?” He places his menu on the table, wrapping one arm around the back of my chair as he casually points to Maeve and Danni.
“How do they know each other?”
“Oh, they were best friends in high school.” He smirks like he’s holding something back.
“And?”
“And”—he adjusts his weight in his chair—“Danni was head over heels in love with her.”
I try to hide the way I suck in a breath, begging for air to return to my lungs.
“They had a falling out, but every year when we come back, the sparks can practically scorch the table.”
I clear my throat, watching as she makes her way back over.
“I think you should try…” Charles lifts his menu back up, unconvincingly squinting at the words like we’ve been looking at them the whole time.
Maeve slides back in next to me, a full glass of wine in her hands. “Actually, I’d like to recommend some mellow blends for Brielle to try.”
“The floor is yours.” Charles winks as Danni comes back to the table with a notepad.
She takes everyone’s request, then walks away with the curves I’d die to have back. Not the soft kind that I have now. No, mine are the result of no daily exercise outside of chasing a child around the house.
“So, what exactly did you order for me?”
“Nothing crazy. A merlot, pinot grigio, and two moscatos. I picked a smooth blend of whites and reds, some dry and some sweet, but I kind of assumed you’d prefer the sweet stuff.”
“I do like sweet stuff,” I say, immediately regretting how weird it sounds. I try to change the conversation. “Do you know Danni personally? You seemed close.”
“Oh.” She nods, her face still but her eyebrows raised. “Just acquaintances from high school.”
Acquaintances. Why would she lie?
And I don’t know why, but the next thing tumbling from my misguided lips is, “She’s really beautiful.”
Maeve looks at me, curiosity pulling her eyebrows.
“I don’t know why I just said that.”
“She is.” She grins, trying to hide her amusement. “I don’t know if I’ve seen you flustered like this before.”
“Flustered?” I say, feigning surprise and offense—unconvincingly, at that. “Over what?”
Maeve lifts her glass, murmuring with a smile behind it, “A beautiful woman.”
More than you know, Maeve Raleigh. More than you know.
Danni reappears, right on time to distract from the foot I just put in my mouth, with two trays filled with differently colored glasses. She gives us a well-rehearsed spiel for each, offering an extra few glances to the gorgeous woman beside me, and then disappears back to the bar when we’re sure we don’t have any questions.
Maeve was right about the types of wine. Although she wanted to give me the chance to try a red like merlot, I couldn’t stomach the dryness covering my tongue after drinking it. I’m certain it’s what chalk would taste like in liquid form.
Once all of our glasses are empty, cases of wine are carried to the trunk of Martine’s SUV while we continue to chat at the table.
“And how many wineries do you all usually go to?” I giggle, the alcohol already catching up to my inexperienced taste buds.
“Ooh!” William hums, adjusting the collar on his yellow checkered shirt. “That varies on the day and mood.”
“Man,” Ezra laments. “I think last year we were able to hit four before we had to call Charlene to pick all of our incoherent selves up!”
“Usually, we just pop between these two. The point isn’t to get drunk.” Charles wraps his arm around me, and I try not to notice the way Maeve stiffens on my other side.
“But it’s a bonus,” Ezra says, a subtle slurring already beneath his words.
“It’s grape-picking time,” Maeve shouts out of nowhere, and the entire table erupts in excited howls, which I’m surprised to find includes my own voice too.
It doesn’t take long before all formalities are thrown to the wind and we’re obnoxiously laughing our way to the next activity. Luckily for my sake, there’s no Danni there to steal away Maeve’s attention.
We walk out the sliding doors and onto the luscious green grass behind the estates. Trails scatter before us, weaving around overgrown gardens with vine-covered canopies high above us.
“I like seeing this part of you,” Maeve whispers as we stray from the group, her eyes twinkling in the sunlight.
“Oh, really?” I say, smiling mischievously. “What side would that be?”
“The side that’s not guarded.”
We stop at the entrance leading to dozens of lines of grapes ready for harvest, their thick green vines crawling up tree-like trunks. Plump fruit hang precariously off the vines.
“I don’t think I’ve been guarded this entire trip.”
“It’s certainly the most you’ve ever shared.” She chuckles, closing her eyes for a moment. “It’s almost like you had all these walls erected around you. I know how hard it was for you to open up to me.”
“No,” I utter. “Opening up to you has always been the easy part. Figuring out where to start, that was what left me tongue-tied. I honestly don’t know what I’m going to do without being able to talk with you.”
Before my words can sink any further into her, everyone else bursts through the doors behind us. Martine rests her hand effortlessly on William’s arm, and Ezra is still sipping on the last glass he’s been nursing. Charles comes right for me, arms out and ready to swoop me away.
“So,” I recover. “How does this work?”
“We’ll each take a bucket”—Charles points to the stack of woven baskets to our left—“and we can pick any type of grape we want.”
“There are these adorable signs at the end of each row that tell you what grape it is,” Martine adds. “It even describes the flavors. You can mix and match too!”
“That sounds so fun!” I match her enthusiasm, finally getting into the right mindset.
“I’m starting with pinot noir,” Charles declares, his stance telling me that he thinks I’ll follow.
“I think I might go this way.” I motion toward the big red sign labeled sweet.
“Mae, why don’t you go with her?” His voice reaches my ears, but I’m dumbfounded that he’s not even going to try to convince me to go with him.
Her face lights up. “I’d love to.”
Confusion etches into the wrinkles scrolled across my forehead. She was the one who asked for space between us. She obviously wanted me to spend more time with Charles. So why would she do the opposite? And why the hell is Charles being so easy about this?
Stop overthinking.
They grab their baskets and head in the opposite direction. I can hear Maeve walking behind me as I pretend to read the passing signs and not listen to the sounds her footsteps make.
The vines snake up each plant, and I don’t know why I thought they would look different. Woody tendrils curve around most of the frames holding their delicate fruit, there in case the branches get too heavy. Sprigs jut out in all directions. In some places, they’ve grown so high, they billow out in crescent shapes.
“How are we supposed to even reach that far up?”
“You don’t,” Maeve answers, much closer than I thought she was. “We just have to search for the low-hanging ones. The professionals will get the grapes way up there.” She points up toward the excruciatingly hot sun.
I pick a random row and amble down it, not expecting her to follow. This row isn’t pruned like the others, but the grape bunches are so much brighter and fuller. It’s almost like their craziness, their unruly decision to grow out instead of up like the other rows, drew me in.
“One of my favorites,” she mumbles, fighting the pull of her lips. “Zinfandel.”
“Ah.” I smile, pointing up ahead. “Here’s a nice full bunch.”
From afar, it didn’t look as high up as they are. I gently push aside the vines entangled around each other at knee level, but they don’t give much. Stepping further inside, I reach for the bundle, but I’m at least a hand length away no matter how I stretch. I rest my hands on a thicker vine to my right. If I can just lean on one leg, I’ll have the leverage I need.
The branch snaps above, covering my head in the angry tangling of loose vines. I lose my footing, stumbling backward and further into the mess. With the leaves wrapping around my legs, the browning grapevines caught in my hair, I’m certain there’s no getting out of this.
“Hold on,” Maeve urges, stepping toward me and into the mess I’ve made.
“I think if I just—” I try to move the ones looping around my ankles but instead allow the ones overhead to settle more fully on my shoulders. “Shit!”
“Here.” Now she stands before me, those incredible eyes drawing me in.
She untangles the plant from my hair in one swift movement, dropping stray leaves to the ground. Bending into me, she reaches around my waist and pulls the ones caught along my legs. Her perfume takes over my every thought. She smells so musky, like teakwood mixed with a softer, more feminine scent.
Her breath bounces off my exposed collarbone, skittering along my dress line and right to my core. I inhale sharply, straightening my posture, hoping she won’t notice.
But she notices right away. She always does, and I watch panic fill her eyes.
“Am I too close?” Her voice is low, more breathy than usual.
“No,” I exhale, realizing my voice sounds the same. It’s like something clicks in her expression.
“This is a bad idea.” She inches closer, lifting her hand to my cheek.
“Terrible,” I say, but neither of us move away. I tilt my face into her palm, the tingling warmth rushing over me.
“We’ve had a few drinks.”
“The heat could be getting to us.”
She grazes my flushed face with her thumb, that featherlight touch hesitating over my skin before slipping a strand of strawberry curls behind my ear. Goose bumps trail along my neck, rolling through my body in hot waves.
Her face is so still, so close to mine—so close that her breath is on my lips and it turns my inside to jelly. I want to press pause. I want to freeze this moment and replay it in my mind on repeat.
Before she can remove her hand from where it rests just behind my ear, I lift mine to meet it. I fold into her, breathing in the way her aroma mixes like heaven with her breath, the way her Chanel perfume lingers into something floral and sweet. It makes me dizzy, erupting a chemical reaction within me that I can no longer fight. Heat pools in my stomach, the warmth of her touch filling me with a sense of comfort and security that feels like home.
My thumb draws circles onto the back of her hand. I trace the curvature of her arm, dropping my fingers along her shoulder and down her waist. That single motion, that swift movement of fingers gliding across her beautiful skin, electrifies the air. It electrifies me.
Finally, I understand. I understand it all. She told me that the only person I should give myself to is someone whose smile makes the world stop turning, whose single touch lights my skin on fire. I didn’t think something like that could exist. It hasn’t before.
I didn’t know it would be her.
I feel my body moving toward Maeve, the world tugging at the very basis of life coursing beneath our skin. For once, when someone touches me, I don’t feel out of place. I don’t want to run. I want to be present, noticing everything. I want to map the way her nose curves, the one dimple hiding on her left cheek. I want to mark the very location of every beauty mark and hide it in the back of my mind, knowing I can use it as a roadmap home.
Just when our lips are a breath apart, when I could very well disintegrate beneath her embrace, a commotion of baskets drops behind us.
“Brielle? Maeve?” Charles shouts, rushing to us. “Are you both okay?”
He starts pulling the vines from around us, taking our hands as we practically trip out of the foliage trying to consume us. A part of me wishes it had. We catch our breaths from the startle, and I’m praying my cheeks aren’t as flushed as hers.
“How did you two manage to find the only row,” Ezra cackles, “not pruned for the season yet?”
“You know what they say.” I try to subtly laugh, but it comes out too forced. “You can’t bring a city girl anywhere.”
“Got it,” Maeve says, finally grabbing the cluster of grapes I was reaching for and snipping it with shaking hands from its resting place. “The perfect bunch.”



CHAPTER 18
MAEVE
SITTING AT A TABLE ALMOST out of view, I watch Charles hold Brielle while she squashes grapes with her feet. With her short stature, her knees almost disappear beyond the wine barrel she’s standing in. Their laughter fills the air, and my chest tightens.
“Hey there, stranger.” Danni’s curvaceous frame slides into the empty chair beside me.
“Hey.” I try to smile, but it just doesn’t feel right.
“So,” she says in that cute little way that used to flip my stomach. “I get off in about an hour. Can I take you to dinner?”
Once there was a time I would have said yes. It would feel too good to fall into her arms, to smell someone’s feminine scent, and to forget the world in her embrace. I miss that, falling asleep with someone, feeling the way their chest rises with each breath as my fingers trace their collarbone. I miss waking up next to someone, watching a smile stretch across their sleepy lips.
Dammit. I miss the sex too. I don’t have time to sleep most days, let alone try to date anymore. I’m not someone to go after a one-night stand. I never have before. But sometimes when the nights are too quiet, when the walls seem to close in and my sad existence comes into view with full clarity, I don’t think it would be a bad idea.
I just want to forget sometimes.
“You and I both know that’s not a good idea.”
“Oh, come on, Mae.” She leans in, her voice nothing but light and playful. “I promise I won’t throw myself all over you. Just a friendly dinner.”
It wasn’t until we left for college and were drunkenly fooling around one night that Danni admitted she had more than just friendly feelings for me. We tried to see if there was more than just a connection between us, but I didn’t feel what she did. Our friendship was never the same.
Sometimes when I see her here, when I get caught up in the way her fruity scent wraps around me, I forget about it. I forget that we don’t fit together like that, and I almost let her take me home. I let her buy me a drink, distracted by the way I can still make her laugh like when we were teenagers. But not today.
“What’s wrong?” Danni asks, her eyes narrowing. “Are you okay?”
“Fine,” I say, tearing my eyes away from my brother.
“Maeve, I know we’re not as close as we used to be.” She hesitates, bringing her hand onto the table and offering it to me. I take it, welcoming it over the chill radiating from my soul right now. “You can always talk to me. I know you. I always have, and something’s bothering you.”
“I met someone.” I sigh, refusing to take my eyes off Danni. With one glance from me to Brielle, she would see it for what it is, and I cannot let that happen. “But it can’t. We can’t. It isn’t.” I pause, frustrated for not having a single sentence to describe the shit show I’m in the middle of. My gaze drops to the glass of wine before me. “She’s not available, and I’m an idiot.”
“I’ve never seen you at a loss for words.” Danni’s forehead is creased with worry. Her hand tightens around mine. “If someone has you like this, Mae…” She takes a deep breath. “If there’s someone who you find worthy of loving you, they’d be entirely bonkers not to take the opportunity.” With one swift movement, she lifts my chin and brings my eyes level with hers. “Because it is an absolute privilege to feel just an ounce of love from you, Mae.”
“I’m falling for someone I can’t be with,” I whisper. “I’ve fallen for someone who doesn’t feel the same way, who can’t feel the same way. I don’t know what to do.”
Suddenly, it’s like we’re back sitting back in my childhood bedroom, gossiping the way we always did. It’s like we are once again covered in a quilt, leaning on each other’s shoulders, knowing we would be each other’s constant.
“Oh, honey.” Danni draws small circles on the back of my hand. “I say fuck it.”
“What?” I gasp. That’s not something that comes out of Danni’s mouth. She’s the sweetheart, the one that will always tell you to do the right thing. In college, I accidentally forgot to cite a quote in my final essay, and she wanted to throw me into the dean’s office for plagiarism. And I was her best friend at the time.
“I say fuck it,” she repeats. “Maeve, I’m so tired of watching from afar as you do this to yourself. You’re allowed to be happy. You let the world, even sometimes this family, suck the life out of you. You give so much, I don’t even think you know what you want sometimes. And I know you haven’t told me any of this. I know we haven’t talked in quite a long time, but…” She appears to search for something in my eyes. “But I have memorized the light in your smile, and every year I see you here, they’re dimmer. I don’t have to talk to you to see how far you’ve drifted.”
I’m speechless. Floored. Entirely sliced open and vulnerable for her to see. Lava knocks on the back of my eyelids, but I let it burn as I push the pain back. My hands shake beneath her touch. How could she see it? If it’s that obvious, if I’ve allowed everything I’ve tried to hide to come that far to the surface, why hasn’t anyone else seen it too?
“Fuck it,” Danni repeats more seriously. “There isn’t a world, there isn’t an alternative universe that exists, that could make me believe she doesn’t feel the same way. Whoever she is, there’s no way she could look at you and not feel the same.”
“By liking her like this, I’m crossing a line. I’m—”
“Fuck it.”
“Danni, I can’t just throw common sense to the wind.”
“And why not, Maeve? Why can’t you, for once, throw the entire fucking book of life out the window and just live? Do something stupid with that beautiful mind of yours. Stop using it to psychoanalyze everything into the best decision. Focus on your heart, and, for once, don’t think about it.”
It’s not that easy. It could never be that easy. Not with Brielle. Not with Charles. Not with poor little Emmalee, who finally has a safe family, a father figure she can trust.
“That’s how people get hurt,” I murmur.
“No one seems to care when you’re the one hurt,” she whispers, like she’s sorry for even saying it.
The words slam into me like a wrecking ball. Blinking back the emotions I need to bury for the half-hour car ride back, I release her hand. Standing, she walks around the table and places a gentle kiss on my cheek.
“I’m always here,” she says. “No strings attached. No expectations. Just a soft shoulder to lie on and a familiar hand to hold.”
With one last squeeze of my hand, she walks away and back into the winery. Taking a deep breath, I try to focus on the glass in front of me, on anything other than the googly eyes Charles is giving the woman I can’t get my mind off. The very woman who somehow makes what I felt for Amara seem insignificant.
My heart betrays the rational voice in my head, and I find her eyes staring at me. Her gaze turns downward, flicking between where I sit and the door Danni just disappeared behind.
Charles wraps his hands around her waist and lifts her out of the bucket. At first, she tenses, almost jumping at his touch, before softening into him when her feet hit the purple-stained grass. He pulls her into his chest, and with one look down at her, he melts into her lips.
I’m going to be sick.
I grip the metal table, allowing the sting of the scorching California heat to sink through my fingerprints. Swallowing hard, I push back everything, but it doesn’t go away. This feeling in my stomach, this lightheadedness taking over my entire body, is all because I wish it were me holding her like that, kissing her like that.
“I’ll meet you back at the house,” I say to Mom. “I’m getting a headache. I think the heat is getting to me.”
She doesn’t second-guess my words as she sips her wine delicately. “Feel better, honey. We’ll see you back at the house.”
I place a kiss on her cheek. “See you soon.”
* * *
Somehow, I’m sitting on the steps of the back patio, my toes touching the sand, with nothing but the subtle rustle of distant waves humming in my ears.
I sat in the back of the Uber, but I don’t know how I got home. The only thought that fluttered through my mind was that I have to get my head screwed on straight. I’ve been playing with fire. No, not fire. I’ve been juggling a forest blaze, thinking I’m indestructible.
I feel this admiration, this pull, this indescribable gravitational force, toward her. She feels inevitable. She’s the essence of home, of all the good things still left in the world. I know life isn’t fair, but it seems unjust for something that’s supposed to be wrong to feel this right. What the hell have I been thinking? An ex-client? Where have my morals and ethics gone? Out the damn window along the interstate, that’s where.
I’m losing my mind.
There’s only one person who can ever talk any serious sense into me. The second I pick up my phone to dial her, my head starts throbbing like I’ve been headbutting a wall. The embarrassment is already creeping up my chest, turning into what I know looks like a Jackson Pollock painting in pink splotches.
“Hey, Monica.” Thank the woman above that she actually picked up. Otherwise, I’d be stuck talking to my dog, who, despite her keen sense of smell, gives terrible advice.
“Mae!” Her voice sounds so chipper, so calm and collected. “It’s been ages.”
“I think the last time we talked was the Chicago symposium,” I reminisce.
She chuckles. “And I haven’t drunk tequila since.”
“That was such a terrible night!”
“Who knew how crazy librarians could get?”
“Hey, you were the one who asked to join their pub crawl.” I shake my head, remembering the night vividly.
Eight high school librarians ran circles around us, drank us both under the table, and were still going strong when we retired to bed in the early hours of the morning. They were wild.
“Those were the days, Mae.” I can feel the smile in her words. “It’s a little late for a work-related call.”
“You know me.” I laugh. “Always burning both ends of the candle.”
“How was that seminar on somatic experiencing trauma last month? I saw your name on the attendance roster.”
“Incredible, to be honest. Dr. Jones’s focus on stress was really helpful with my current cases.”
“I’ll have to take a look at his next workshop.” There’s a few beats of silence before Monica asks, “What’s up, Mae? Is something going on?”
What a loaded question.
“Well, I have this client.” Then I quickly correct, “Ex-client. She’s an ex-client, as in no longer.” That I have to make clear.
“Go on.”
“We’re growing close personally.”
“I see.” There’s this uncomfortable silence from her side of the phone. “Are you in the city?”
“I’m actually visiting Bremena.”
“How about a drink? I can be in town within a day.”
“I actually could use your advice right now,” I admit hesitantly. “If you have a moment. I’d love to take a rain check for the drink, though. Getting back to our monthly lunches sounds like a nice idea.”
“I agree and absolutely can accommodate a rain check,” she says. “I also don’t think we’ve called each other for advice in many years.”
“We all need a kick in the ass to remind ourselves that we don’t quite know it all yet.”
“Some of us need the kick of a bronco. So, tell me more. What’s going on?”
“I seem to have gotten myself into a pickle.”
“Is this the type of pickle that might need an association representative to assist, or is this a manageable pickle?”
“It’s manageable, but I could use your professional opinion. It seems that my heart and stable mind are tugging two separate sides of the same rope.” I haven’t even confessed anything, and already I’m mortified by my actions. “I’m just going to say it all outright because there is no possible way for me to make this situation seem better than it is.”
“Wow,” she breathes out. “That’s one hell of a lead-in.”
I scoff playfully. “Thanks for the motivation and pep talk.”
“Hit me with your best shot.”
Then, all in one breath and as one word, I confess, “I have romantic feelings for an ex-client.” My eyes squeeze close with the blow of ethical legalese about to come my way, quickly followed by a berating shouting match about my lack of care for Brielle’s vulnerable state.
“How long ago were they a client?”
I rub the sweat beading on my forehead. “We haven’t had a session in a couple of weeks, but we had a doctor-client relationship until not that long ago.”
“That’s”—she drags out the thought—“not much time.”
“Not at all.”
“Was there attraction or involvement while she was a client?”
“God, no!” I shout. Now my eyes are wide open, adjusting to the blinding sun reflecting off the calm water. “I didn’t see her as anything but a client then.”
“How did this relationship evolve, then?” Her voice is calm, steady, and entirely nonaccusatory. It feels familiar, like a safe place.
“It hasn’t.” I shake my head, forgetting that only I can see my own misguided actions. “I need you to fully hear me when I say that nothing has happened. I didn’t have a relationship with her then, and we don’t even have what can be categorized as anything at this point.”
“Okay.”
“Okay.” My eyes squeeze shut again of their own accord. “But I want one. I have never felt something this strong.” By the time I get the last sentence out, my voice is barely above a whisper.
“Tell me what you know so far.”
“I realized far too late that she’s involved with a family member of mine. I broke off our professional relationship immediately and have provided her with a list of recommended colleagues, your name included.”
“I would have advised you to do the same,” she says.
“We’re on a family vacation together, and we’re growing closer.” I stop talking, waiting to see if Monica has anything to say yet, but she doesn’t. Regretfully, I continue, “But there’s a lot of tension. No.” I release a breath. “It’s not just tension. There’s something between us. Neither of us have acted, but damn, Monica.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “There’s been some close calls.”
“And why is this concerning you?”
I exasperatedly sigh and place the phone on speaker. “Why is this concerning me? Because she was a client! Because she trusted me, and I feel like I’ve breached that trust by developing these feelings.”
“Does she feel the same way about you?”
“I’ve avoided any and all opportunities to put a name to what’s happening.” Then, knowing the truth deep down, I admit, “But I believe she does.”
“Do you think she’s developed feelings for you due to the care and attention you provided as her psychologist?” she probes carefully.
“No.” I don’t for one second think that’s the case. “She’s a very aware person. She’s seemed very unsure about her past relationship, but this has been the one thing she seems certain of.”
“I won’t lie and say I don’t have my concerns.”
“I’d be concerned if you didn’t,” I say lightly, praying that something will loosen the weight settling on my shoulders.
“Is she in a vulnerable state?” she asks, her voice steady.
“She’s going through a lot.” A headache dances along my skull, and I squeeze the bridge of my nose again. “She’s dealing with a lot of insecurities, but I truly feel that she’s emotionally stable. She’s resilient and incredibly self-observant. Regardless of everything, my professional opinion is that she has a sound state of mind.”
“How close of a family member is she dating?”
I sigh, loud and heavy, because this is the second wrecking ball to this situation. “My brother.”
“Oh, Maeve.”
“I know!” Then, burying my face in my hands, I sob. In liquid form, all my frustration spews from my pores as if it has nowhere else to go. Oh, and it feels good to release the pressure from my bones. “I’m a terrible person, Monica. The absolute worst.”
“Oh, honey,” she coos, her voice low and warm. And then she waits. She allows me to unattractively cry into the phone while the wind takes my hair and tangles it in mismatched patterns, and all she does is listen sympathetically. “I wish I was there physically for you.”
“I’m the one that took the rain check,” I say, offering a slight chuckle to lighten the mood.
“You’re not a terrible person, Mae.”
“You’re right,” I say nodding, wiping the tears off my cheekbones. The ones sitting on my upper lip taste as salty as the air. “I’m a terrible person and a failed psychologist who should have her license taken away.”
“You are one of the best in the field,” she says sternly. “Anyone who has done this job for over a decade has lost their spark for it. This profession weighs on you. It pins you down, and then suddenly, it becomes hard to breathe. Most people break. Those who don’t, step away before they can get to that point. But not you, Maeve. You care more than you’re expected or required to. You take on more clients than anyone else I know because you know the entire profession is shorthanded right now. You go the extra mile, even though you never get anything in exchange.”
My focus is pulled toward the waves as the kind words I can’t bring myself to believe swirl in my head. “I don’t think you’re describing me.”
“You might be hardheaded, but you’re not daft,” she teases. “I don’t lie, and especially not to you.”
“I just don’t know what to do, Monica.”
“I don’t think there’s any right or wrong answer here,” she responds regretfully. “However, it’s important to consider the ethical implications of getting involved with a former client, particularly when they are already connected to someone you know.”
“It definitely wasn’t the plan.”
“What you’re describing is messy and unconventional.”
“To say the least.”
“But let’s consider what you’ve already done,” Monica suggests, shifting the focus to action. “You’ve taken steps to maintain professional boundaries by ending your previous therapeutic relationship and attempting to create distance. It’s evident that you’re approaching this with thoughtfulness and consideration for everyone involved.”
“But that hasn’t helped me any.” I sigh into the wind. “Monica, I’ve never felt so lost.”
“Do you feel that she’s separated your past relationship from your current interactions?”
“I do,” I answer quietly.
“Are you aware of the complexities and implications this has for everyone involved, yourself included?”
“I’ve overanalyzed every single outcome.”
“Then,” she exhales into the phone, “you have all the information you need. You’re an incredible psychologist, Maeve. You’re an even better person. If you truly feel that, regardless of your past professional relationship, there’s something genuine between you two, I think you should do what is best for you.”
“But what if what is best for me breaks my brother’s heart?”
“Will that be your intention?”
“No, but it will be the result regardless.”
“What does your previous client think?”
The words slip from my lips lifelessly, “That she’s going to break his heart anyway.”
“The most important thing that we are taught on day one,” she says quietly, “is that we are not responsible for others’ actions.”
I don’t know what to say, so I don’t say a thing.
“I would recommend that you give it time. It sounds like a complicated situation, and while you’ve taken the necessary precautions to protect your professional position, I think allowing the current relationship to simmer is best.”
My head bobs up and down as I watch the ocean recede back into itself, but my stomach is sinking within me. “That’s good advice.” It’s the best course of action, but that doesn’t calm the disappointment settling in my toes.
Nonetheless, she’s right. I need to let the situation settle. Brielle needs to find herself again before she can truly consider having another relationship. She just realized she’s attracted to women too. She needs the space to explore that and figure out what’s best for her. It won’t be with my brother. That much I know.
If, in a year, I am still crying into my pillow like I know I’ll be when I land back in New York, then I’ll call her. I’ll ask about her novels, even though I’m sure I’ll be watching the reviews spike online because she’ll always be brilliant. We’ll talk about what Emmalee is into now, and then maybe we’ll get coffee one day. Maybe we’ll be able to be friends.
“I wish I could be of more help,” Monica mumbles. “I’m sorry, Mae. I do hope to see you soon, though. It truly has been too long.”
“I know it has. I’m hoping to do better at keeping in touch and visiting more.”
She chuckles in that familiar way. “I’m going to hold you to that.”
“I’d expect nothing less,” I say, smiling to myself.
“Talk soon.”



CHAPTER 19
MAEVE
WITH MY BOARD BENEATH MY arm, I rush toward the ocean in the cool morning dew. It’s barely six in the morning, and as the sun peeks over the horizon, the water is already cloaked in the most beautiful pink hue.
I need to breathe and find some space to get my head in the right place to make it to the end of this trip. Just three more days and then Molly and I will be home and cuddling on the couch. Everything will right itself, and then I’ll never have to see Brielle again. Well, until next year at this godforsaken vacation, if she doesn’t leave Charles.
Maybe next year, I could meet Emmalee.
No.
The thought of heading back to New York is supposed to calm me. It’s supposed to be the one thing holding me together, but it doesn’t. The thought of not seeing her again, of going months between listening to her laugh, has me spiraling.
With toes dug deep into the sand, I breathe deep as the cold water sinks my feet farther into the silky granules. I jog out to the ocean, desperate for that feeling of flying, that simple weightlessness that takes everything over. I want to forget about everything other than the taste of salt in the crease of my lips.
Paddling out, I glide over the small waves, eagerly awaiting a special one. I sense it coming, like a bird detecting the distant hum of a car on the road. Lying flat on my stomach, hands spread out on the cool surface, I close my eyes and feel the sun’s warmth. Beneath my board, the tide subtly shifts, the ripples growing stronger.
I open my eyes and rush to meet the building wave, excitement nearly shaking my tired legs. But I won’t stop; I won’t let this one go. In a swift motion, I pop up and glide as the water beneath me rises with anticipation. It climbs higher and higher, and I wish the boys were here to share this rare moment.
The wave crests over me, misting my face with cool droplets. It’s magnificent. I reach out and trace a line through the wall of water. With my eyes closed, this feels like a place I could stay forever, invincible as I balance on the current, trusting nature to guide me.
Bracing my knees for the board’s inevitable slowdown, I ride it out, moving away from the sunrise. As I slow down and perch on the board’s edge with my legs in the water, movement catches my eye. A wave rounds off to my right, and a figure pops up and over it.
Even from this distance, I’d recognize that strawberry-blonde hair and alluring figure anywhere. I’m mesmerized as Brielle spreads her arms out, face pointing toward the sky with her eyes squeezed closed. I follow the shape of her arm, down her bare shoulder and along her supple curves. She’s wearing a black bikini, and I don’t think I have any saliva left.
With her eyes closed, she doesn’t see it. A wave—maybe even bigger than the one I was just lucky enough to catch—picks up speed behind her. She’s too lost in herself, too caught up in the euphoria flowing through her gorgeous body to notice the change in the water.
It’s not until the water hits her from behind that it all comes into focus. I watch her go under, and not a second passes before I’m rushing toward her. With my arms still moving, I kick off my safety strap, diving deep beneath the surface to get to her faster. White water bubbles above, but even from below, the roaring of the waves fills my hearing.
I bob back up, searching for her head in the ripples, but it’s not there. My chest begins to heave, pure panic gripping my muscles. Her board breaks through the surface, but she’s not attached to it.
Salty water burns my eyes, fills my nostrils, and I’m already coughing it up. I fight the waves, gasping for breath between dives. I know I have to keep going. I have to find her.
I descend again, searching for her a few board lengths from where she had just been. The tide must have knocked her forward before pulling her back. I try not to focus on how long she’s been underwater, on what any of this could mean if I don’t find her.
I haven’t told her. I haven’t told her how special she is, how special she is to me. I haven’t told her how her laugh makes my insides liquify, how a single glance at her smile can turn my day entirely around. I haven’t told her how much I want to be near her, how badly I wish things were different. I haven’t told her I’m falling for her—that I’ve fallen for her—head over heels, tumbling down a hill, knowing how badly it will hurt at the bottom.
When my hands graze the coldness of slick skin a few feet beneath the surface, I yank her toward me with strength I know I couldn’t possibly possess. After pulling her above the water, I try to keep her body tucked on top of mine as I backstroke to shore.
“Stay with me,” my shaky voice begs, my arm gripped around her lifeless waist. “Brielle, dammit!” I scream, my arms burning more with each stride. My ribs are fighting me, the bruise from that hiking trip throbbing more with each stroke. “You stay with me!”
The moment I touch sand, I drag myself to my feet and pull her limp body to shore. I look at her blanched face, at the blue surrounding her lips, and I think I might faint. If I lose her, I know I won’t recover.
“Brielle,” I beg, shaking her shoulder, opening her mouth to make sure her airway is clear. I take her cold cheeks into my hands, silently pleading with her to open her eyes. Turning her body on its side, I pat her back aggressively, but it does nothing. After I lay her back down, my hands begin to tremble.
I’m wasting too much time.
“Bri, please open your eyes. Come back to me. Please.”
Opening her mouth again, I pinch her nose closed and breathe into her airways. I watch her cheeks inflate and deflate, my stomach sinking more.
“Brielle,” I sob, tears clouding my vision and rolling down my cheeks in waterfalls.
Tilting her chin back up, I try once more, knowing I’ll have to start compressions next. As I stare at her, as my trembling hands rest on her face, she opens her eyes and begins coughing.
Relief shudders through me, and I’m barely able to stay erect on my shaking knees.
“Oh, thank God,” I gasp, my chest now rising even higher than hers. Without even thinking, I fall on top of her and pull her limp body into mine. My wet hair clings to my back as I nestle my face on her shoulder. “Oh, Brielle!”
Her hands curl around my back, and I freeze at the feeling of those soft fingers. I don’t get up and run like I want to, not when the fear of losing her is still a possibility expanding in my chest. Because even though she’s breathing, even though I was able to pull her out of the water, I’m still going to lose her. Maybe not in the same way, but it’s going to hurt the same.
She looks up at me with bloodshot eyes. Using the hand she doesn’t have still wrapped around my shivering skin, she brushes the tears off my cheeks as her chest heaves beneath me. Her touch is so soft, lingering in such a way that I almost feel something through them.
“I’m so happy you’re okay.” My breaths are staggered, everything coming out in a gasp for air. “I don’t know what I would have done if—”
That’s when she looks at me hovering above her. That’s when the feeling of her bare stomach on mine sets in, the tingle of her hands as she trails up my spine. That’s when she pulls my face to hers, and our lips collide with the intensity of fireworks.
If the sun were collapsing, if a star exploded far off in the galaxy and created new life, this would be the feeling. My shocked lips soften into hers, and as her nails hold me closer, I know this is the feeling of existing. This is everything everywhere all at once.
My body melts into her as her tongue enters my mouth. She nibbles on my lower lip, her hands gliding over my hips and pulling my pelvis more firmly into her. Her hands trail up my arms and then cup my face, forcing me blissfully deeper into the kiss. I don’t think, don’t hesitate. I couldn’t even if I wanted to. I don’t want to exist anywhere but here, at this moment.
When my exhausted arms can no longer support me, I collapse into the space beside her. My lips sting in the absence of hers, my tongue already missing the dance. Without her hands on me, without her touch completing everything within me, reality comes back.
I just kissed her.
She kissed me.
Thinking about her, that’s one thing. That’s harmless. That’s something I can professionally talk myself out of once I’m not breathing in her scent. That’s something I can try to rationalize. Kissing her? Letting her kiss me?
Now that I have felt her lips—now that I know how easily my body fits into hers, the starlight that exploded behind my eyes—I can never unfeel it. Being kissed like that, by her, is the feeling of the sun in the coldest parts of the tundra. It’s the comfort of a familiar hug on your hardest day. It’s the rightness of the soil beneath your feet and air in your lungs. I can never go back to a world where that doesn’t exist.
“What were you doing out here so early?” I ask, forcing my mind to focus on anything other than how close she is to me right now.
“I couldn’t sleep,” she mutters as she stares at the cloudless sky above us. “I haven’t been sleeping. I can’t stop thinking about yo—”
I can’t let her finish. My chest will implode if I hear her say it. If the knowledge of her feeling the same way seeps too far into me, I’ll never recover, because then it’s real. Then this becomes something we can’t ignore. Then this becomes something I can’t let go.
“We need to get back.” I stand on quivering legs, whether from the emotional exhaustion or from the world-shattering kiss she just gave me.
“Maeve,” she calls out, leaning forward and coughing once more as she tries to stand. “Please,” she begs. “We need to talk.”
But I can’t. I can’t do this right now. I almost lost her.
The way I held her neck arching toward me, the way she kissed as if breathing weren’t necessary. The way our bodies clung to each other as if we were suffocating, as if we were both on the brink of death and the other person was air. She was water. Earth. Everything in between, discovered and not.
She’s life itself, and I almost lost her. I almost lost the woman I love.
“Charles is probably waiting for you.” I know it’s a low blow, but it’s the only thing that will allow her to let me walk away, remind her that in no scenario will I ever get the girl. Not this time. Not ever.
“Will you stop it?” she demands, now standing behind me.
Turning toward her, I hate the hurt crowding her exhausted eyes.
“I don’t care about him right now,” she says.
“But he cares about you.” My voice is barely a whisper over the lapping of water on the shore. “He cares about you more than anything in this entire world.”
“But I care,” she says, her voice trembling. “I care about you, Maeve. More than I should.”
I suck in a breath, my heart breaking at the words neither of us should be speaking. I need to walk away. This whole situation needs to simmer because once she’s gone, once she has time and space to think, she’ll realize that I’m not deserving of someone like her. She’ll understand she dodged a bullet. Maybe she’ll even stay with Charles.
“We can’t do this,” I mutter. “It’s not fair to him.”
“What about what’s fair to us?” she mumbles, tears reflecting the light in her eyes. “You told me that I should put myself first. You told me to find my own happiness. You told me that it was okay that I didn’t love him.”
“It is okay.”
“Then—”
“He would marry you.” My voice breaks, and so do the tears down her face.
“That’s not fair to say.”
“It’s true.”
“You know I can’t marry him.” Her voice shakes with each syllable. “You told me I would realize why I couldn’t fall in love with him, and now I have.”
“Brielle.” I exhale, willing to say anything to stop her from confessing what she wants to next, because I can’t take any more hurt. My heart is crumbling, disappearing into the sand beneath my feet. “Please, stop.”
“I’m not meant to be with him, Maeve.” She takes a step toward me, and I can’t bring myself to step away. “You know how hard I tried, but I can’t do it anymore. I will always love Charles, but not like this. Not how I love y—”
“Brielle,” I swallow, knowing exactly what she’s talking about, feeling it grow by the second. “Please don’t.”
“I’ve spent a year trying to fall in love with someone, only for you to swoop into my life and knock the kind of air into me that I didn’t know I needed.” She takes another tentative step toward me, and I’m once again defenseless. “I refuse to lie to myself anymore.”
Whether she means being attracted to women or realizing she will never truly fall in love with Charles, I don’t know.
Now standing before me, she lifts her hand to my face. I tilt my head into her palm, and when I close my eyes, this almost feels normal. It feels within reach, like maybe, just maybe, this calmness, this sense of belonging, can be real. Maybe this is something that can happen.
When I open my eyes and see her looking back at me, I want to fall into her arms. I want to finally surrender and plummet so deeply into this growing feeling that I’ll never know when I’ll hit bottom. I want to be the reason she finds happiness. I want to give her everything. I want to wake up every single day with that being my only goal. I would give her the world, if I had half a chance.
But that means I’ll be the reason Charles’s world crumbles. I’ll be the reason why his life, the life he’s built with Brielle and Emmalee, shatters overnight. He will fall asleep alone, without a little one running around the house that he would very much like to call his own. And I can’t do that. I can’t be the sole cause of someone’s life disintegrating before their very eyes. I know what it feels like.
So, with one excruciating step backwards, I pull away from her.
“I can’t be the reason his heart breaks.” I lift her hand to my lips, kissing her knuckles softly before releasing her completely. And one single motion has never hurt so much.
“Is it Danni? Is there someone else in your life?”
My brows furrow because if she thinks there’s anyone who could hold a candle to her, she’s crazy.
“No,” I breathe out.
“Then why?”
“If a woman is what you want, there are millions out there that would be lucky to be kissed like that by you.” I look in her eyes, trying to memorize the way gold bursts through the brown. I want to save the picture for later, for when sleep won’t come and I want to feel something again. “I’m sorry, Brielle.”
I all but run toward the house, desperate to have as much space between us as I can get. I know if I turn around, if I catch the look in her eyes just once, I will take it all back. If I see one single tear stream down her face, knowing I caused it, I will give her anything to make it better.
So I walk straight ahead. I don’t look behind me. I don’t listen to her sobs. If I can just make it to my bedroom, if I can lock the door and pretend I don’t know what Brielle tastes like, I might make it. If I can just get that far, I might not break as badly as I want to right now.
With the private prep talk going on in my mind, I’m not looking where I’m walking, and I smack into what feels like a brick wall. No, not a brick wall. Chaz.
“Hey, hey,” he shushes, hands holding my shuddering shoulders. “What was that?”
“Nothing.” I try to push past him because this makes it all the worse.
“Mae, I know you better than that.”
“Get out of my way,” I demand while stepping around him.
“Will you just talk to me?” he says, a rare, frustrated tone underlining each word. “Mae?” His voice fades behind me as I continue to my bedroom.



CHAPTER 20
BRIELLE
I HAVEN’T SEEN MAEVE IN two days. We went to a pub across town, took a stroll down the boardwalk, but Maeve wasn’t there for any of it. She slips in and out of the house like a ghost, always two steps ahead of me. She managed to sit as far away as possible from me during dinner and practically ran into the house to wash the dishes when we almost had a moment alone.
Charles keeps asking me what’s wrong. His sentences are growing shorter, words tenser than they’ve ever been. He seems agitated, completely unlike himself. He fell asleep on the couch last night and wasn’t anywhere to be found this morning. He’s asked at least a dozen times about what happened along the shoreline that morning, but I can’t find the words to tell him. I know what I would tell him. I know the look that would fill his eyes when I did, but I can’t just yet. Not without talking to Maeve first.
I can’t sleep. I can barely stomach any food when I don’t know what she’s thinking. I can’t believe I said all of that to her. I finally laid my heart on the line, only for her to walk away. I could see she felt the same, could feel the atoms in our bodies buzzing uncontrollably until they touched. I could feel it in the way her lips met mine. I never knew my stomach could flip so violently or my head could get so light. I’ve never felt as free, as eternal, as I did in that moment.
When her lips met mine, everything made sense.
Charles has left with the men to get in a round of golf before dinner. Martine’s voice travels down the hallway, laughing with friend Charlene about the latest community scandal. I just wish I knew where Maeve was.
Sitting behind my computer, I feel the heartbreak through my fingertips as I continue to write. It’s the only thing right now holding me together. I describe the feelings of the main character, watching, feeling her heart slow as her true love gets on a train to move in with her new husband. It hurts so much because I know exactly the loss she’s experiencing.
The only thing strong enough to pull me away from my screen is the buzzing of my phone in my pocket.
“Hi, Joan.” I smile, hiding my disappointment well. “How’s my little girl doing?”
“She’s great. Gosh,” she sighs into the phone, “she’s one incredible kid, you know that?”
“I know.” I grin. “I didn’t do too bad, huh?”
“She’s out grabbing bagels with Bridget now. I wanted to check on you.”
“I’m good.” I’m praying she’s distracted and can’t hear the lie.
“Honey, please don’t close yourself off from me.”
“I-I’m not,” I stutter with a shaky voice. Staring at the pain felt through the words on my computer screen, at the way this character’s heart is breaking, I shatter all at once. “Emmalee’s going to hate me,” I cry.
“That little angel has you so high on a pedestal,” Joan argues.
“I kissed Maeve.”
Silence.
“Joan, goddamnit. Say something!”
“I didn’t think you’d ever be the one panicking after kissing a woman.”
“She’s not any woman.”
More silence.
“I really don’t know what to say here.” Her voice is so comforting, even from across the phone.
“Anything,” I beg. “Please, say anything.”
“So, how was it?” she asks quietly.
I close my eyes. My skin lights back up, tingling with the thought of Maeve’s hands trailing along my body. Her warm lips on mine, how our bodies fit together so effortlessly. The explosion that rolled up my spine, the feeling of stars behind my eyes. Besides the day I held Emmalee’s tiny body in my arms for the first time and gazed into her chestnut eyes, I have never experienced anything that made me feel so whole.
“Brielle, are you still there?”
“I’m here,” I exhale. “It was—it felt, I—” I can’t get a single thought out before I bury my face in my hands. “I’m not in love with Charles,” I say instead because that, that, I can finally say aloud.
“I know,” she murmurs. “Oh, honey, I know.”
“How?” I push back the tears once more. “How did you know when I couldn’t bring myself to the same truth?”
“Because you’re my big sister. Even more than that, you’re my person, Bri. You’re my everything.” She sighs into the phone, and I squeeze my eyes closed. “I tried not to notice, but you shrunk back when he touched you. I don’t deny that you didn’t try to build a life with him. I understand why; I really do. I know how badly you wanted to fit all the broken pieces back together for Emmalee, but—” she says, trailing off, “—but you weren’t happy. It’s been such a long time since I’ve seen you happy.”
“I thought I was happy.”
“I know you did.”
“Until I got here. Until I stepped through the front door, I was convinced I could be happy.” I don’t realize the truth of it until it leaves my lips. “I thought what we had could sustain. I thought maybe some people don’t get that spark, and that’s okay.”
“But now?”
“I’ve felt that spark.” My voice is barely audible, barely mine. “And now I don’t know how to unknow it.” She waits for me to continue, to explain what I mean. “I feel something with Maeve that I didn’t think was possible for me. God, Joan.” I close my eyes, listening to her laugh on repeat in my mind. “I’m falling for her in the worst way.”
“It doesn’t sound like you’re falling. Brielle, it sounds like you’ve already hit the bottom.”
“I love her like I couldn’t love Charles,” I admit, and the world slows around me.
“Then tell her that.”
“I tried.” I laugh at my own insanity. “I kissed her. I kissed her and then tried to tell her.” I pause, picturing the way she walked away from me. The hurt, the pure agony in her eyes. “She walked away. She doesn’t want to hurt Charles.”
“As terrible as it sounds, I don’t think that’s avoidable at this point.”
“He deserves so much more.”
“You deserve more, Brielle.” I can hear the break in her voice in the way she says my name. I can feel everything she’s holding back. “I wish it wasn’t at the expense of Charles. I wish there were a world where everyone could walk away unscathed.”
“I just wish it was easier.”
“Nothing amazing, nothing extraordinary, will ever come easy.”
And I know she’s right. I know that at the end of this tunnel, at the end of the battle I’ve refused to stop fighting, it will all be worth it. For once, I understand.
As I hang up the phone, as the tears gather in my eyes, I know there’s nothing wrong with me. There never has been. Malcolm didn’t break me to the extent I once believed. He didn’t take everything from me, although he tried. It’s not that I can’t love someone else. There is something beyond the complacency I accepted.
I was never meant to fall in love with Charles.
I just wish I’d realized it sooner.



CHAPTER 21
MAEVE
TONIGHT’S DINNER CONSISTS OF MORE than just family. A defenseless stuffed giraffe is stretched taut, stuffing coming out of all sides, as Molly fights for its life from Larry the Cocker Spaniel’s chompy teeth. Martine and Charlene, donned in dresses more suited for a New Year’s Eve party, gracefully hold a hand in front of their mouths as they laugh over an unheard story.
The boys stand by the bar cart, dark liquids in their glasses. Chaz and Ezra look identical in light-toned gray suits. A tall man standing beside Dad looks familiar, but I can’t quite place him. I start to move toward them and spot a young redhead hanging off Ez’s arm when her melodic laugh rises above everyone else’s.
“Mae!” Ez shouts from across the stone-lined patio.
I want to hide back in my room, the room I’ve pathetically disappeared into the last couple of days. I want to jump on the next plane and go back to the city and forget this trip ever happened. I want the ignorance, the pure bliss I was under before I knew what Brielle’s lips felt like against mine. I make my way toward everyone regardless, trying to slow how my eyes dart around to find the only person missing.
“This is Jenny.”
“It’s lovely to meet you,” I say, gently shaking her dainty hand.
“It’s so nice to meet the infamous Raleigh family.” She smiles with bright-red lipstick lining her mouth. “Ezra talks nonstop about all of you.”
“Jenny’s our new guitarist,” he explains, trying to brush off her comment. “She’s incredible. You’ll have to hear what she did with the latest track.”
It takes one look at his arm wrapped around her back, the glint in his eyes, to know they’re a little more than bandmates.
“A few more of these,” Dad jokes, taking a sip from his glass, “and we’ll listen to anything.”
“Dad!” Chaz laughs. Then turning to Ez, he says honestly, “We can’t wait.”
“It’s nice to see you again, Mae,” says Marcus, who I slowly recognize as Dad’s business partner.
“Marcus,” I greet him, giving him a half hug like we always did as children. “It’s been what? Ten years?”
“Maybe longer.” He shrugs, his suit pulling at the buttons over his paunchy stomach. “You kids always grew like weeds.”
“Strong weeds.” Ezra flexes his nonexistent muscles, and Chaz almost spits out his drink.
Marcus laughs. “Some things never change.”
“And they never will,” I say conspiratorially. Then, toward Chaz, I ask, “Where’s Brielle?”
“She was writing most of today,” he answers, one shoulder tilting upward. His voice carries the hint that he’s not too interested. “She might still be upstairs.” He glances at the bedroom window, brightly lit compared to the dusk surrounding us. His eyes are turned downward, as if they’re heavy with something that can’t be put into words. “Would you mind getting her? I’m sure she just lost track of time.”
“Sure.” I nod, even though I want to say no. I have no denial on hand that won’t sound weird or suspicious, so I head for the house.
After excusing myself from the group, I make my way toward the bedrooms. My fist hovers over the door before I can bring myself to knock. Two days without seeing her face, without hearing that sweet voice. I don’t know if I can do it.
I knock anyway.
“Come in,” she calls from the other side.
I step inside before slowly closing the door behind me. She comes out of the bathroom, fiddling with one silver-drop earring. I freeze with my hand still on the doorknob.
She’s stunning. No. The word stunning doesn’t even come close. I could look at her all day, observing every curve and angle. Even though I don’t have one artistic bone in my body, I would paint her. I would do anything to encapsulate just one ounce of her beauty.
She wears a loose blue dress that wraps her chest and cascades like a waterfall off her waist. Thin silk kisses her neckline and drapes over her arms. A subtle flair of nude heels brings her height to almost eye level with me, and I’m distracted by the way the lamplight makes her highlights look like strung gold.
“Oh,” she gasps, dropping her earring and frantically searching for it beside the nightstand.
“I’m sorry.” For what, I don’t know this time. “Charles asked me to come get you. He thought you might have lost track of time while writing.”
She smiles shyly. “I did.”
“I’m happy you’re still writing.”
“Me too.” The relief is evident on her soft face.
There’s this tug, this connection that stretches in the air between us, and it leaves us both standing there staring at one another.
I clear my throat. “We should probably get back to everyone.”
She nods, breaking eye contact. I catch her checking her reflection in the standing mirror one last time, and I see the doubt in her eyes. She looks herself up and down, her eyebrows scrunched. My tailored white pantsuit look doesn’t even come close to matching how incredible she looks right now.
“Would it be weird,” I begin, already knowing it is, “if I tell you that you look stunning? No, more than that. You, Brielle Stone, are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”
She lifts her gaze and meets mine in the reflection. As her expression softens, her chest visibly rises. I think if I listened close enough, I’d be able to hear her heart rate double from here.
With a silent breath of air, she gives me a half smile before turning from the mirror.
Just as she’s about to pass me, she stops. Once again, our faces are just a breath apart. I want to reach up and brush her soft hair with my fingertips. I want to hold her in my arms again. Just one more time.
She blinks once, dropping her gaze to my lips before walking past me and out of the door. I’m left standing there, everything spinning around me.
Before leaving myself, I take a look at the fool in the mirror. I comb my fingers through my long hair and brush invisible lint off my blazer.
When I get back to the patio, I’m surprised to see everyone settling down around the table.
“We’re just missing one person,” Mom muses from her end.
“Is Bernadette making time for us today?” Charlene drawls, flipping her artificial blonde hair across her shoulder.
“Actually”—Mom grins, standing and straightening her fitted dress—“it’s a secret.”
An unspoken discussion passes quickly between Charles, Ezra, and me. A Martine surprise is never good, and it’s obvious none of us know what she’s talking about. Even Dad raises his eyebrows and then shrugs his shoulders in defeat.
“Hello?” As if right on cue, a feminine, almost-familiar voice comes from inside the house.
We’re all still, the conversation completely ceased as we wait for the clink of heels to come to a halt before us. It’s not until those bright-red pumps come into view and my eyes graze the smoothness of those cocoa-colored legs—legs I’ve spent so many hours exploring that I can identify every little scar on them—does it click.
“Amara!” Mom rushes over to her, kissing each of her cheeks, just like she used to.
“Thank you for inviting me.” She smiles in that sugar-sweet way of hers, and a pain starts in the center of my sternum, spreading out and seizing every muscle in my body.
I think I might be having a heart attack.
I don’t hear anything as their voices fade into pleasantries. I don’t think I’ve even taken a breath. Charles and Ezra look at me, then at Amara, then at Mom, and then back at me. I’m sure our three dumbfounded, fear-stricken faces look like The Three Stooges right now.
“Here, we saved you a seat.” Mom leads her closer to me, and I’m certain she has lost her damn mind. Maybe this is dementia? Alzheimer’s? If she’s diagnosed as senile and has to move in with me, can I at least claim her as a dependent?
“Thank you, Martine.” Amara glides into the chair beside me, and I can’t bring myself to look at her.
I can’t stare into her hazel eyes and not see the naked woman she was sleeping with behind my back. I hold my breath again, fighting the way her cologne sends a shiver down my spine.
“I know it’s been ages!” Mom beams, thinking she’s done some magical matchmaking here. “You remember William, Charles, and Ezra?” Amara nods, her black hair held perfectly in place. “You might remember Charlene.”
“Of course.” Amara giggles. “Where’s Larry?”
I roll my eyes so forcefully, it’s probably audible.
“The little tyke ran off with Molly.” Charlene shakes her head before picking up her glass of wine. “I think he’s in love.”
Taking Dad’s glass from his loose grip, I down the auburn-colored liquid in one gulp. Ezra holds a fist to his mouth, swallowing his laugh as I glare at him.
“That love bug is going around.” Mom hums beneath her breath, lifting her glass to her ruby lips, and I almost choke.
“This is Marcus.” Dad gestures toward the balding gentlemen to his right, clearly desperate to change the conversation. “We work together.”
“It’s so nice to see everyone, and some new faces.” Amara grins. “Chaz, who do you have here?”
“This is my girlfriend, Brielle,” he says, but I don’t want Amara to look at her. I don’t want them in the same hemisphere, breathing the same air.
“It’s nice to meet a friend of Maeve’s,” Brielle says, completely unaware, but there’s this stiffness to her words.
I feel like I’m out of my body, like far off in a dream. I can see the way my chest heaves, the throbbing pulse over my forehead. For a second, my vision goes blurry. Everything is tilting, morphing into the mess that this is.
“Maeve?” Mom asks, snapping me out of it.
Looking out toward the ocean, focusing on the roaring of the tide fighting itself, I try to find that peace. I claw for it, but the heavy weight over my chest worsens to the point where I have to take a deep breath so I don’t pass out. Only when I look at Brielle—who finally sees me just as every single piece of my composure is cracking—does my regular breathing come back.
“I can’t do this,” I say, my voice shaking as badly as my legs when I stand.
“Mae,” Mom starts again.
But Chaz cuts her off. “No, Mom.”
“We’re having a lovely dinner,” she tries to explain.
The entire table is so quiet, I could hear a pin dropping at the shore.
“I’m not going to do this,” I state, and it feels so good to finally say no, to finally pay attention to what I need.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” she scoffs, that motherly disappointment coming through in full force.
“Mom, I really think—” Chaz starts to defend me in the most diplomatic way he can to keep the peace, but I can’t let him fight this battle for me.
“I apologize to everyone,” I say to the table. My fingers pale as they grip the back of my chair for support. “I hope you all have a lovely dinner, but I refuse to dine next to a woman I planned on marrying, who was sleeping with someone barely legal behind my back, for over a year.”
Jaws drop in every direction, including the boys, who only knew half the story. Mom’s eyes double in size, and the glass she’s holding slides from her grip, smacking against the shining tabletop and shattering on impact. Amara’s golden face pinkens, and I hope I never have to see it again.



CHAPTER 22
BRIELLE
WITHOUT ANOTHER WORD, MAEVE WALKS off the patio and into the sand. I watch as she slips out of her heels and speeds toward the ocean in a blur of white. No one says anything. No one rushes to clean up the glass shards littering the still-rolled napkins or the salad bowls.
“I—I—I didn’t,” Martine stutters, struggling to get a single word out as everyone focuses on the one person who doesn’t belong.
“Did you ask?” Charles sighs. “We’re not kids anymore, Mom. Mae can make her own romantic life decisions.”
“I’m going to go.” Amara slowly, excruciatingly, slides her chair back and stands.
“You think?” Ezra says sarcastically, his eyes a blazing fury.
“I suggest quickly,” William adds. His posture holds every rigid characteristic of a man ready to protect his baby girl.
Amara disappears much more quickly than she arrived, and no one seems to know what to do next. I thought that maybe this was part of the reason Maeve was holding back. Here I was—so caught up in Amara’s entrance, in how everyone hung on to her blinding elegance—that I didn’t see the look in Maeve’s eyes until it was too late.
“I think,” Charlene clears her throat, “Larry and I are going to get going too.”
“No!” Martine starts to argue, clearly desperate to turn this night around.
“I’m tired.” Charlene offers a sympathetic smile, one that conveys the white lie in her words. “It feels like an early night for me. We’ll catch up for brunch later this week.”
William sighs as he seems to contemplate the mess his wife created. “Get home safe.”
“I think it’s better if I give you guys some space too,” Jenny parrots, giving Ezra a soft kiss on the cheek before disappearing through the kitchen.
“I’ll see you around,” Marcus says, his voice low and awkward. He swallows the rest of his drink and pats William on the shoulder before heading inside.
“Should I go after her?” Martine asks.
“No!” William and Ezra answer at once.
“I’ll go,” Charles says. He slips off his jacket and dress shoes. “I know where she’ll be.”
Ezra grimaces. “I don’t think she’s going to want to talk to a man right now.”
They both look at me.
“Me? You’re joking.”
“Well, you’re the only other bottle of estrogen sitting at this table,” Charles pleads.
“Who isn’t in a massive doghouse,” Ezra adds, glaring at his mother.
“I didn’t know!” she screeches back.
“Sure, dig your hole deeper.” Ezra rolls his eyes, glass back in his grasp.
“Did you ask?” William asks sincerely, his voice quiet and his gaze out toward the horizon.
Everyone settles, all eyes on the man who always says too little.
“Do we ever sit down with her and just ask?” he adds. “Or do we constantly just drag her along with what we want?”
Martine’s eyes glisten beneath the string lights above us, and I feel like I’m witnessing something private I shouldn’t be.
“I just want her to be happy.” Martine holds back her tears just like her daughter does. “She does so much for everyone else. She works too much. She never thinks about building a romantic life.”
“Maybe she is happy.” William’s shoulders slump as he leans back in his chair. “Maybe she doesn’t need to settle down with someone just yet. That would be okay, wouldn’t it? Does she really need another person in order for us to believe she’s fulfilled? Do we think that little of her?”
Martine nods, and the tears finally fall. “I have to check on the brûlée in the oven.” As she disappears back into the house, all eyes are back on me.
“Show me where?” I ask Charles, and he solemnly nods.
Slipping out of my heels—which, frankly, I am thankful to do—I follow Charles along the shoreline. We walk side by side, not touching. The sand grows more wet the farther we go, and the cold sensation of the water receding at my feet sends a shiver down my spine.
“I’m really worried about her, Charles.”
“Me too,” he says with a gulp. “She’s one of those people that feels and experiences emotions so greatly. When she loves someone, she falls headfirst. She jumps in, even though she’d never admit it. It’s a gift to be loved that much. To be loved by her even as her brother…” He pauses. “Well, even that I can’t describe.” There’s something he isn’t saying, I just know it.
“Did you know about Amara?”
“No. Well, I mean—” He tilts his head as he thinks. “One late night, not long after a vacation they took together, she told Ez and me that they had split. She told us she’d caught Amara cheating, but we didn’t ask questions about how or for how long. She was beside herself. We had never seen her that distraught, so we didn’t ask. We didn’t know it happened on that vacation. We didn’t know.”
We keep walking, the glowing beach house disappearing into a blur of white lights behind us. The coastline bends, and we still follow it, our bare toes sinking into damp sand. His expression grows more somber. His eyes glisten like the nighttime water, as if there are tears in them, but I don’t know if I want to get close enough to tell for sure.
“They were together for years,” Charles offers without prompting. “Mae wanted to propose. She brought a ring on the flight, that much I know. Amara was it for her.”
“And Amara was cheating on her for a year.”
“Apparently so.”
“That’s…” I can’t even find the words. “Who would do that?”
Charles doesn’t answer as he shrugs.
Me. I cheated. I kissed her. Your sister. Your best friend.
“There’s not many people in the world like Maeve. There’s no one so selfless. Even during our childhood, she’d go out of her way to make sure we always had a smile on our faces. It didn’t matter that I was older. When Mom and Dad weren’t around, she was the one who took care of us. She never thinks of herself. I didn’t even know anyone else as genuinely kind as her existed until I met you.”
“I can tell she’s special.”
The Maeve I’ve come to know on this trip is nothing like the Dr. Raleigh I knew before. Here, she’s a butterfly breaking through a chrysalis. She’s witty, bright, and brilliant in ways I could only dream of. She has a softer side, a sadder side. She’s human in all the best ways possible, and I couldn’t prevent the way I tumbled over the edge after her.
He looks at me with a puzzled expression but seems to let the moment pass. He opens his mouth a few times as we walk farther, his frustration evident in how tightly his face is tensed.
“I,” he starts, but his jaw quickly clamps shut.
“Yes?”
He shakes his head forcefully. “Never mind.”
In front of us, the rocky grassland to our left morphs into rolling hills along the ocean’s curve. The water hums in my ears, vibrating my anxious chest.
“Are you sure she’ll be way out here?” I glance back at the half mile we’ve walked already. The only source of light is the moon reflecting off the water, and it’s just enough for me to see that there’s a passage beyond the rocks.
“If you walk right through there,” he says as we approach the cutout in the rocky ledge smoothed over by decades of salty friction, “it will open up to an alcove right in front of the water. A few years back, on Maeve’s birthday, I had a bench built and placed there for her.”
“Why here? Why is it this far away?”
“Because this is where she goes when everyone else’s burdens get too heavy.” His voice shakes as if that knowledge eats his bones from the inside out. “I don’t want to go in. I think Ez is right. She’ll talk to you more openly than me. She’ll be happy to see you.” He gives me this sad smile, and I wish I could kiss away the tears that I can’t see but know are there. “I’m going to wander around by the water. I’ll be right out here if you need me.”
With one hand on the soft rock, I step into the covered shelter that it has been molded into. There, half hidden by the lack of stars, is Maeve, haloed in the moonlight, with silent tears streaming down her cheeks. The sight before me—of her eyes reflecting the water, her shoulders quivering from restrained sobs, the pure sadness gripping her body—steals the very breath from my lungs.
When she sees me, her jaw goes slack, the tears seeming to double in quantity. She buries her face in her hands, and I watch as the trembling rolls through her completely.
“Maeve.” Tears cloud my own eyes. “Can I hold you, please?”
The second a sob-clenched “yes”
escapes her lips, I’m at her side and wrapping my arms around her. She falls into my lap. I hold her so tightly, hoping she knows she’s safe as she tries to piece her crumbling self back together. I rub circles onto her back, pulling her into my chest.
We don’t talk as the seconds melt into minutes, as her chest rises and lowers with each struggled breath. We don’t say anything as her cries dissipate, as she shifts and leans her wet face on my shoulder, as I wrap my arm tighter around her, as she holds me tighter. She nestles closer to my neck, and instinctively I turn my face to hers.
It feels so natural, so light, so right, that I forget everything else. She lets out a deep breath, and her entire body shudders with the force.
“Do you want to talk about her?”
“No.” Her voice is barely a murmur, barely a whisper against my neck in the night. “She feels like a lifetime ago.”
“Are you okay?”
She sits up slowly, turning to face me until we’re mere inches apart. My arm is still wrapped around her, but I don’t want to move it just yet. I don’t want to lose this feeling, the way everything inside tingles in her presence. I only feel whole—at home—when she’s close like this.
“I will be,” she says.
But I’m not convinced.
“It’s okay if you’re not,” I whisper. “There’s no one here for you to take care of. This is about you. This is about how you feel and what you need right now. You can be honest with me, Maeve. I’m right here.” If you’ll let me, I’ll always be right here.
“Honest.” She sighs, her gaze falling from mine and then to my lips. She gulps quietly and then leans back on the bench, tilting away from me. “We were on a trip when I caught Amara cheating. After she took all her things out of our apartment, she told me that I sucked the life out of her. She said I worked too much and cared too much about my clients instead of her.”
“But that’s your job.”
“That’s what I thought,” she utters in a hushed tone. “Until this trip.”
“What changed?”
“You,” she whispers. She closes her lips, watching me closely. “You and Charles. Oh, the way he looks at you.” She breathes out, turning her face to the soft lapping of the waves. “If I had that—even with Amara—I would give up any job. I would give up everything. I didn’t realize how badly I wanted that.”
“Maeve”—my gaze doesn’t leave her—“one hell of a person has to come along to deserve the love you so willingly give.”
Me. I want that person to be me. But I don’t tell her that.
She turns her face back to mine, her expression a burning weight to my soul. “Yeah.”
Her eyes sparkle with the reflection of the moon in them. Not even the most picturesque ocean could come close to matching her beauty. Her body is so tired of fighting everything, and I wish I could take this hurt from her.
“Maeve, there’s something I need to tell you.”
With a soft hand grazing my cheek, she sighs again. “I know. Me too, but not now, Brielle.”
“You can’t deny that there’s—”
“What?” she snaps, and her voice cracks beneath the pressure. “What?” she asks more solemnly. “Do you think we can talk this out? Do you think that there’s any scenario where this”—she motions to the space between us, to the pull that fate has on our bodies—“has a positive ending? After all the time you’ve spent healing, even considering having the conversation you want to have right now would set you back.”
“It would do no such thing.”
“You don’t know that.” Her voice trembles. “Seeing Amara, remembering all that heartbreak…”
“I’m sorry you had to go through all that again.”
Her eyes dart back and forth as if in panic, as if searching for something in my expression, then turn downward. “I don’t love Amara anymore. Seeing her reminded me of how much it hurt being on that side of things. I can’t hurt Charles like that, Brielle. It doesn’t matter what I want. The amount of indescribable feelings I have for you are irrelevant. He’ll never speak to me again. God! And Emmalee.” She pulls her hands back to her face. “What did I do?”
“I hate myself for doing it, but Charles is going to get hurt regardless of what you and I do.” I bite my lip, hoping she realizes what I can’t say. “You, Maeve. You are what I’ve been waiting for.”
She looks at me sadly. “You could be mistaking—”
“I’m going to stop you right there,” I say sternly. “I’m not mistaking anything. I don’t know how I’ll go back to a world without you in it.”
She looks up, those broken eyes staring right into me. “And I’ll never be the same now that I’ve known you.” She takes my hand and holds it to her heaving chest. “What you make me feel doesn’t come close to anything else in this world. When you went under that water—” She tries to finish, but her voice cuts off with a half-swallowed cry. “I thought you were gone. Everything hit me at once. I thought I’d lost you.”
“But you didn’t.”
“Not yet, anyway.”
“We never have to find out what that would be like.”
The corner of her mouth pulls up briefly, but only pain fills her eyes. “Maybe in another life,” she says, her hand grazing my cheek. “Maybe at another time. Maybe if we’d found each other sooner, we’d have had a chance. Maybe we are the right people for each other, but it’s just not our time, Brielle.”
My mouth opens. My lips part to refute what she says. But nothing comes out.
“We don’t have to make this harder than it already is,” she says quietly. “We just need to go our separate ways.” She lifts her hand, like she’s going to place it on my cheek again. Instead, she takes a single deep breath and stands. “I’m sorry.”
With one last glance in my direction, she slowly walks out of the alcove. I want to run after her, but I’m at a loss for words. Within a minute, she’s trailing beside Charles. I walk several paces behind them, watching their reflection ripple on the ocean’s surface.
By the time we get back to the house, everyone has retired to their rooms.
“I’m going to sit out here a little longer.” Maeve slumps down onto the top step leading down to the shore.
Charles hesitates, as if watching her silently break all over again, before he falls into the space beside her. I walk past them both, pausing in the doorway as he pulls her into his embrace with broad arms. She adjusts her long, silky hair to the side and leans into his chest without any resistance.
When he crawls into bed almost an hour later, I pretend I’m asleep. I listen to him adjusting himself flat on his back and know that his eyes are wide open and staring at the walls.
All I can think about is Maeve, hoping so desperately that she’s not breaking like I want to right now, that her world isn’t shattering the way mine is going to after this trip.
I wish we had more time. I want to stay in this place where she’s so close because I know she’s going to disappear from my life. After the summer party tomorrow, everything will end: Maeve. Charles. My involvement in this life. Nothing will ever be the same.
I just want to hold onto this a little longer.



CHAPTER 23
MAEVE
FOUR HOURS AND DOZENS OF hardworking tanned men later, a towering white tent spans along the beach. Twinkling lights wrap around the structure, climbing up each wooden beam before disappearing beneath the canopy. Tables and chairs are scattered everywhere, and a dancing platform stretches out in the middle.
The caterers have started setting out food, and guests are arriving from the road. Along the house is a cacophony of voices. I don’t have to see Mom to know she’s fixing Dad’s signature periwinkle tie before allowing him out of the bedroom. Ezra is probably pregaming in the study with Dad’s hidden stash of bourbon, allowing the heat to trickle down his throat before we’re paraded around.
While the Farewell to Summer Party is more enjoyable now as adults, it was torture growing up. For lack of a better description, this event has always been a circus funhouse of mirrors—nothing ever as it seems. Mom likes everything a certain way, and God help us if that melted ice sculpture isn’t carved to hold exactly eight bottles of champagne.
This year, even as I stand on the patio, in the same place as always, I don’t feel like I belong. I’ve caused a fissure in the ties that hold us together. I don’t think I can come back from this, and even if I could, I don’t know if I want to.
“Honey,” Mom calls to me from inside the open door. Before I can turn, her slim figure appears beside where I’m leaning on the rock wall. She pats Molly’s head at my feet before meeting my eyes.
“Everything ready?” I ask, sipping my wine while I avoid her gaze.
“I want to say I’m sorry.” Her hand reaches out and covers mine, a breath escaping her lips. “Mae, I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay, Mom. I’m okay.”
“It’s not okay,” she argues, turning fully toward me where I can’t avoid her heavy eyes. “I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am. I had no right bringing Amara here.”
“Mom, I didn’t tell you what happened. How were you supposed to know?”
“I could have asked.” Her eyes gloss over, and I want to stop it.
“Mom,” I say, ready to do what I always do and make her feel better, regardless of how I feel.
“No, you’re going to listen.” She takes a breath, her focus pulled toward the landscape. “You have grown into the most beautiful woman I could have imagined. I know I wasn’t always there for you, but you turned into this kind, passionate person anyway.”
I want her to stop talking, to take it all back, because at this moment, I cannot bring myself to believe any of it. I’ve always felt like she’s looked at me and hoped I’d done more. She’s always wanted me to be more outgoing, more in charge of my life. She wanted me to go to her photography shoots with her. She wanted me to want glamour like her, but I’ve always been different.
I wish she’d said this all sooner.
“You are brilliant,” she continues. “I won’t meddle in your love life anymore. I promise, Maeve. I promise with everything I have. I don’t know how that woman thought she could treat you like that. She’s—”
“I deserved it.” I stare into my glass, avoiding the hurt in her eyes. “I put work before her.”
“Honey.” She sighs, slipping her hand beneath my blazer and pulling me into her. “We all do. No one is perfect. No one lives in a world where only their partner exists. You don’t think I’ve put my work first at times? You and I both know I did. Your father still does sometimes. We’re human. That’s not a reason for her to have treated you like that. There’s no excuse. Love, you deserve so much more than that.”
“It doesn’t feel like that sometimes.” I turn back to the commotion below, to the pull of the water.
“I just wanted what was best for you.” She shifts beside me, hugging me tighter. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you enough to know what that was without me sticking my nose into it. I promise, from this moment on, I trust you.”
Only now do I realize that I only tried so hard to settle down to make her happy.
Resting my head on her shoulder, I close my eyes. It’s like she’s releasing me, like the weight of her scrutiny is finally melting off my shoulders.
“I love you.”
“Please forgive me,” she pleads. “I don’t want anything to come between us. I don’t know what I’d ever do if you stopped talking to me.”
“I forgive you, Mom.” Even though I’m not looking her in the eye, I know they’re on me.
“When the right person walks into your life, you’ll know. You’ll know it in your bones because they won’t want to change anything about you. They won’t make you choose between them and what you love doing.” She breathes into my hair, holding me tighter. “When that someone comes along who actually deserves you, I’d love to meet her.”
Squeezing my eyes closed, I puff out a breath. Because I know the feeling she’s describing, but my bones are too tired to chase it. I’ve already met the person she’s referring to. I’ve felt that kindness, that warmth—the type that asks for nothing in return—and I have no choice other than to let it go.
* * *
Music erupts around us, and the live band encourages everyone to their feet. All the guests are dressed to the nines. White linen shirts are splayed open at the top. Glittering dresses twirl around bodies, and glasses of bubbling champagne are in every hand and on every surface.
In front of me, Dad dips Mom toward the dance floor, holding her sparkling, silk-covered body with his strong hands. He swoops in for a kiss before popping her back upright. Ezra holds Jenny an arm’s length away, his expression so smitten, I know he’s admiring the way her fiery hair swooshes around her movements.
And I’m hiding at a table in the corner, on my fourth glass of champagne. Fitting.
Chaz
and Brielle bop around each other. His beige suit almost looks identical to mine. Brielle, on the other hand, has stolen the attention from even the most beautiful night sky. Wrapped in a satin gold glow, her dress drapes over her body as if the material were strung weave by weave just for her. A daring thigh slit travels up her legs, pulling on her as she dances.
She’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
No. Stop torturing yourself. She was never meant to be yours.
I’m going to miss this. This one last happy week I get with them before Brielle breaks it off with Charles. It will take him seconds to put the pieces together. He’s too smart, too intelligent, in ways I could only dream of. And then he’ll hate me.
He’s never put his heart on the line. He’s never fallen this deeply and actually wanted to slow down instead of chasing after the next high. He’s finally grown up and found his footing. And here I am, pulling the rug out from beneath his feet.
So this might be the last week I get to experience my family like this. I don’t want to be in the middle of the action. I want to be right here. I want to see them smile, watch their loose bodies stumble over each other. I want this simplicity to seep into me and cover my heart in bubble wrap because I know I’ll need protection from the impact later. This rush, this love I’m feeling, has to last now because I’m afraid it might be gone forever when tomorrow comes.
“Mae!” Chaz catches my eyes from across the dance floor, and he urges me over.
I brush him off with a wave, holding up my half-empty glass as my only reply.
“Come on!” Ezra shouts.
“Bust a move!” Chaz shouts.
Outnumbered, I down the rest of the fizzy liquid and stroll over to them. They each take one of my hands and twirl me around like we used to do as kids. With all the dipping and twisting and spinning, the smile spreading across my face is effortless. When I close my eyes, it almost feels like we’re back in a simpler past.
Chaz pulls me into his arms and spins me again. For a moment, I can forget everything else. While breathing in his lavender and mahogany aftershave, I can forget what tomorrow will mean.
“That’s my girl!” He beams, pulling me in again and then out.
I try to let everything fade away, but I can barely look at him. His cologne wraps tighter around my senses, but now it burns in my nostrils. I can barely stomach what I’ve done to him, and he doesn’t even know yet.
The music slows, and he wipes his forehead with the sleeve of his suit jacket. Ezra pulls Jenny to the bar, and Mom and Dad turn to talk to the caterers.
“Here.” He takes my hand and folds it into Brielle’s. “I need a drink. You two dance.”
I’m just as frozen as the dripping ice sculpture to my right. I look at her hand in mine, at Chaz walking away. The sound echoing through the tent changes, and the slow strum of a guitar fills the air. Soft vocals float around us, pulling us together.
In one swift movement, she pulls me into her without hesitation. Our hands, still entwined, are held between our warming chests. Her other slides down my back and rests in the dip above my waist. I curl my arm beneath hers and place my clammy hand on her hip, hoping she doesn’t feel the way my fingers tremble.
We sway to the music as other couples filter in around us. At first, all we can do is stare into each other’s eyes, searching for the same thing, knowing what we want to see, even though it scares us so much.
We move with the music, disappearing into the crowd. It seems as if every single person is on the dance floor. Brielle takes the opportunity to hide in plain sight. She leans in closer to me, and the air in my lungs stalls. Our chins hover above each other’s shoulders, our bodies pressed as one. When I feel her face rest on my collarbone, the warmth of her breath skitters along my neck, sending goose bumps prickling beneath my suit.
Breathing in deep, I try to hold the honeysuckle scent of her hair in my lungs. I catalog the curve of her little ears, the rosiness of her cheeks. I want to save to memory the way her floral scent transitions into something so unique. I focus on how her hand feels on my back, how her hips rock with mine. When she’s no longer in my life, at least I’ll have this. I’ll have this perfect moment.
This is goodbye.
While my heart is cracking within the thin shell of my chest, my suitcase is packed and waiting in my bedroom. An outfit for the trip back is perfectly pressed and waiting on the end of my bed. Just before coming out into the nighttime air, I called the airline and confirmed my change in departure date. Right after this party, while everyone else sits around the bonfire, Molly and I will slip out of the front door. I’ll go back to my apartment in the city, to my small office, and then everything will be as it should be. If after I leave, she breaks up with Chaz, I won’t be the reason. I can’t be.
The music fades, and then the clinking of glasses fills the gusty air. Chaz stands from his table. Everyone hushes, their glasses held out at the ready. Those on the dance floor disperse to find their tables, leaving us in the middle, as if waiting for a spotlight.
He buttons his suit jacket before running his hands through his hair. He waits for everyone to settle while his demeanor, his confidence, dominates the atmosphere.
“I would like to make a toast.” His deep voice captures everyone’s attention, and a swoosh of turning bodies fills the air. “I want to make a toast to love.”
Brielle stiffens beside me, the worry cutting all of her movements as we release each other.
“To true love. Beneath this very tent, there are two people who know what I’m talking about.” His tone is soft, gentle almost, but it’s too obvious that he’s trying not to clench his jaw. “The kind of love that catches you off-balance, that makes the world spin. The kind of love that turns everything upside down but makes you realize your world was actually never right side up until they walked into your life.”
He meets Brielle’s eyes, that one simple look full of understanding. His gaze smolders her into place, forcing a single gulp from her lips and into the air. She takes a step backward, and for a brief moment, I think she’s going to leave.
“At first, I was infuriated. They share the type of love I’ve dreamed about.” With a shaky hand, he brings his glass to his lips and takes a parched gulp. He inhales, swaying a little as he raises his glass once again. “You know, I’ve been trying to wrap my head around this for a while. And at first…I was angry. Confused. But then it hit me: Sometimes…love just happens. It sneaks up on you when you’re not looking and knocks you flat on your ass.” He chuckles a bit, eyes glassy; he’s blinking back tears. “It’s the kind of love that no matter how hard you try to fight it, you can’t. You shouldn’t. The kind that changes everything.”
His voice wavers, and he pauses to collect himself. “So, yeah. This is for them—two people I care about more than anything in this world. To the love that found them…and the love they deserve.”
He lifts his glass in the air, and I try to ignore the confusion plastered across my parents’ faces when they step beside us. Ezra’s gaze bounces between Brielle and I until his jaw pops open.
This can’t be happening. He can’t… There’s no way he can know.
Chaz
sets down his glass, his eyes locked on us. Panic floods my bloodstream. The pulsing in my ears drowns out all noise, and I suddenly have tunnel vision. My head swims, threatening to take me to the ground.
I can’t have this conversation right now. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. I don’t look at Brielle as I turn from them and walk across the dance floor. Leaving the tent flaps blowing in the wind, I head toward the only place that will calm the way my heart is pushing against my chest: the shore.
“Maeve!” she calls behind me.
I fight the urge to turn right around at the first syllable.
“Maeve!”
“I can’t!” I shout back, not losing my stride.
“Wait!”
We’re far enough away from the party not to be a bother, but the ache in my joints is telling me it isn’t far enough. I whip around and bring my hands to my hips, pushing my blazer aside.
“You told him?” I thought the words would sound harder, more accusatory, but they just sound pathetically broken. Like me. “You told him. Didn’t you?”
“No.” She shakes her head, not even attempting to hide her tears.
“She didn’t have to.” Chaz walks up behind her. He stops in front of us, his beige suit jacket unbuttoned and blown open by the salty gusts rolling off the water.
“How?” I can’t get the words out as I see the pain explode behind his eyes. “Chaz, I didn’t—”
“Oh, Mae.” He sighs.
And I think my heart is actually cracking. I think it’s splitting my chest in two.
“I knew.”
“You knew?” Brielle’s voice cracks, her brows furrowed in confusion.
Chaz’s shoulders sag, and he shoves his hands deep into his pockets. “Yeah. I think I knew before either of you did.”
This entire situation almost brings me to my knees, the weight of it crushing me. My jaw is slack, my lips barely parted, but I can’t find the strength to speak. I should be the one directing this conversation. I should be mediating everyone to a solution, but my brain is misfiring in a million different directions and I’m useless.
“Charles, we—” She goes to take a step toward him but hesitates and doesn’t. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. I didn’t want to hurt you. God, that’s the last thing I wanted.”
“Hurt me?” Even as his eyes dimly reflect the moon, even as everything I know about him tells me he’s breaking inside, he tries to offer a half smile. It’s too tight, forced even, but his glistening eyes tell everything he’s trying to hide. “You both care so much about everyone else, you never even see what you’re doing to yourselves. Until I saw you here with Maeve, I didn’t realize how much you were hurting.”
His words are so clear, so concise, that heat immediately pricks at the back of my eyelids. He steps forward, taking Brielle’s hands in his, staring so intently at them that I know he’s trying to memorize her, just like I have.
“I know how much you went through, Brielle.” His words are soft, his voice cracking. “I wanted to protect you from it. I wanted to be there to teach you that no one would ever hurt you again. I thought that your hesitation would fade. I thought that you were happy with me.”
And here it comes. This is the moment I lose them both.
“I was happy with you,” she cuts in, desperate to make him understand. But there’s no right way to tell someone how amazing they are while simultaneously breaking their heart. “I tried so hard to open up entirely to you. I tried so hard, Charles.”
“I know.” He nods, wiping a tear escaping down her cheek.
“You made me happy, you really did,” she whispers.
Chaz’s lips quiver as he exhales, a shaky, broken sigh. “Oh, love. But not like this.” He gestures between her and me. “I’ve never seen you loosen up like you have around Maeve. It’s like you’re a completely different person, but in the best kind of way. It’s like when you’re standing beside her—when you’re talking to her—you’re you. The real you.”
Brielle looks down, tears streaming now, but he presses on. “The way you look at her, the way you smile at her even when you don’t think anyone is looking.” He exhales, taking a step back and releasing her hands. “The type of laugh I’ve heard from you here, the way your eyes light up? I’ve never seen you like this. Gosh, Bri, I haven’t seen you this happy other than when you’re with Emmalee. I didn’t know you could be this happy.”
His lips curl, and he tries to smile through the tears dropping from his long eyelashes. I want to hold him. My stomach drops to my toes, and my head fills with so much pressure, it might crack from the force. I want to put all the broken pieces together.
Tears stream down Brielle’s face, and I’m left wondering how I got here. I don’t know how my heart has grown so large for two people, swelling so much that it’ll never fit back in my chest. I don’t know how I can love so much the very two people who are shattering in front of me and not be able to fix this.
If I can’t even help them, what the hell am I doing with my life?
“I knew it when we got done with that hiking trip,” he says. “I knew it when I watched you two walk along this very shoreline. I saw it in how you melted into each other when you fell asleep on the couch a couple days ago.”
“Chaz,” I interrupt, unsure of what I even want to say.
“No,” he snaps, and the way his nostrils flare has me taking a step back. “The least you can both do is listen.” He pauses, and we stay mute. “Even after all our time together, Brielle, you’ve never been that comfortable in my arms.” He takes a step back, his eyes drifting to the water. “I knew it when I saw how you two looked at each other at the vineyard.”
Now it all makes sense. Every chance he got to have Brielle alone, he came up with some excuse to push us together. He insisted we drive back together after hiking Azure Mountain. He let us go our own way at the winery. He sent me to get her from her room when he could have gone himself. He led her to me when I was falling apart. He pulled me onto that dance floor, just to leave me in her arms. He knew. All along.
“You shouldn’t have had to see that.” I shake my head, hoping it will knock something right within it.
He lets out a breath, his voice so raw. “I’m glad I did, actually. At first, I wasn’t. I was so angry, so confused. But the longer I watched, the more I understood that this is how it’s supposed to be.”
We stand there staring at each other, with no words to fill the heartache.
“I knew Brielle before you brought her home,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. I run my hands through my hair, trying to settle the pain gnawing at my stomach. Looking at Brielle, I silently beg her to say it so I don’t have to. “As dumb as it sounds now, I didn’t know that my Chaz was her Charles.”
“I was seeing a therapist.” Brielle steps forward, her voice trembling as she speaks. “In the city. Before we left for this trip, I was seeing a therapist: Dr. Raleigh. Maeve.”
Chaz’s gaze snaps to me, then back to Brielle, and I watch the realization hit him. He looks spent, like the last piece of him just broke. The silence hangs between us like a thread, too fragile to hold the weight of everything unsaid.
His eyes darken, every piece of stitching holding him together unraveling before my eyes. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding.”
“I didn’t know it then, Charles. And I didn’t know it would grow into this. I had no intention of anything like this ever happening.”
“I would never think that of you,” he says quietly. “For a while there, I wanted to think the worst of both of you. But I can’t.”
“Nothing happened between us,” I tell him. “I promise you, Charles. There was one kiss, I’ll admit that, but nothing else happened. I wouldn’t do that to you.”
He looks at me, his eyes full of a pain I’ve never seen before. “Why not?”
“Why?” I’m breathless. “Family,” I utter, as if it’s obvious. As if it’s the only possible answer. “Family comes first. You—”
He shakes his head slowly, his voice too thick with heartbreak and frustration. “No, Mae. Not at the cost of your happiness. Never at that cost.”
A fresh wave of guilt crashes over me, and whatever is left of the organ in my chest finally cracks. I can’t be the reason these two people are torn apart.
“My bag’s packed,” I say quickly, desperate to do something—anything—to make this right. “I’m going back to the city. Once I’m gone, everything can go back to normal.”
I turn toward the house, ready to leave, but Brielle’s voice stops me in my tracks.
“You can’t leave.” Her voice trembles, tears choking her words.
But I can’t stay here. I can’t be in this very spot, rooted in the sand, watching two people I love so much disintegrate before my eyes.
“I’m not coming between you,” I whisper, everything fracturing within me. “I can’t.”
“You didn’t come between us,” Chaz interrupts, turning to the person who changed him forever. He grazes her cheek with his palm, gently wiping a tear beneath her eye with this thumb. “I don’t think you were ever meant to be mine to love forever.” As the last word leaves his lips, his manly exterior finally breaks. Tears stream off his sharp jawline and disappear into the damp seaside beneath us. “I just wanted to let you both know that I love you. I love you two more than anything else in this world. I’m not saying I won’t be angry for a while. I don’t think I can do anything to stop that. In the end, though, I just want you two to be happy. Brielle, if that isn’t with me—” He takes a breath. “As much as I wish it were different, I want you to know that’s okay.”
“Charles,” she cries. “You don’t have—”
He rolls his shoulders back before clearing his throat. “You don’t need it, but you have my blessing. I want you two to be happy. Together, if that’s what you both really want. No one else—and I mean absolutely not one soul—deserves the love you each have to give one another.”



CHAPTER 24
BRIELLE
CHARLES TURNS SLOWLY, FLASHING ME one last broken smile before he heads toward the tent in the distance. His hands are shoved deep into his pockets, and even though I can’t see his face anymore, I know how much I’ve hurt him. The weight of that knowledge presses down on me, harder with each step away he takes.
His words were so clear, but they’re still swirling around in my head like a storm. He knew. He saw it all, long before I even understood it myself. And he let it happen, even though it killed him. He let me go, gave up his own happiness—his own heart—just so I could have mine. He didn’t cling to me, didn’t make me choose. He just…let me go.
He’s protecting us from his anger, the anger we both deserve. He’s not raging at me for not loving him the way he deserved to be loved. He doesn’t hate me, even though he has every right. And that realization—the fact that he’s still here, still kind, still this patient—almost brings me to my knees.
I didn’t deserve him.
He disappears into the tent, and once my eyes take in the crystals dancing in Maeve’s, I’m grounded. I thought when this moment came, I would feel like dying. I thought my world would crack so severely, so permanently, that I’d feel the tectonic plates shift beneath my feet. Deep down, I was convinced that everything within me would shatter so violently, I’d think my entire life was over.
But it hasn’t.
I let out a breath. I’m entirely, utterly relieved. It’s not that this doesn’t hurt, because it does. I want to put Charles back together. I never wanted him to be a victim in all of this. But I’m not finding myself sinking into that dark hole.
I don’t regret a thing because I know what love actually feels like now. I know the floating feeling in my chest. I can still trace the tingles along my spine. The comfort of her breath. The shape of her smile that continuously makes my head spin.
“Are you okay?” she asks me, her gaze turned downward. Her hand brushes my arm, clinging there as she waits for me to respond.
Even after everything Charles said, after her world spirals out of control, she’s still concerned about everyone other than herself. She’s still slipping on a mask, as if she doesn’t have feelings of her own.
“Am I okay?” I exhale, feeling the corners of my lips turning upward just slightly. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more okay than I am at this very moment, Maeve. Are you okay?”
She takes in my question as if confused that I’m asking about her at all. Gosh. I just want to hold her. I want to hug her so tightly that, for once, she forgets to worry about everyone else.
“I—I don’t know,” she stutters.
Suddenly, everything is crystal clear. “Maeve, I’m going to say all of this before you stop me. I’m too far along in my life to keep anything else inside, to let another second go by without finally listening to what my heart wants.” Pausing, I mentally prepare myself for the moment that will either stitch every fraying piece of my being back together or tear me completely apart. “I’ve never met another person like you. The kindness, the warmth you exude, can be felt through walls. The way you laugh makes me smile, and to an extent I didn’t think possible. The more time I spent with you, I knew you were right.”
“I didn’t want to be right,” she says quietly.
I’m still amazed by her. “But you are. It didn’t matter how hard I tried to fall in love with Charles. It wasn’t right stringing him along just to force that on myself. You were right. Sometimes, choosing myself is the hardest thing to do. I wanted so badly to have a family back, to have someone in Emmalee’s life that was safe, that I completely lost sight of me.” Taking a deep breath, I admit, “I forgot that I matter too. You taught me that.”
“You’ve always mattered.” Maeve drops her hands to her sides. “I’ve wanted nothing more than for you to do what makes you happy. I always told you I want your happiness first. I didn’t want to hurt Charles, but you deserved so much more than settling because you thought you should.”
I step toward her on shaky legs and brush away the long strands of damp hair clinging to her tear-soaked face. “What if you are what makes me happy?” I don’t give her time to overthink it. “I know it’s too soon. Hell, I don’t even know if you feel the same way.” I wait, hoping she’ll tell me she does.
Her lips open, but no words come out.
“I might not know your favorite book or color or movie, Maeve, but I know the way your shoulders deflate when you’re tired and you won’t admit it. I know the different ways your eye color changes in every single type of lighting.
“I know that in the mornings, you look absolutely beautiful with puffy eyes. I know that when you speak, I never want to stop listening. I know that as hard as you try to hide it, you sometimes get lost in the void too.”
With my heart lodged in my throat, I say the only thing that will truly show I see her. I hold her face in my hands, gaze locked on hers so that I know she’s truly listening. “I know you’re not as happy as you’d like to make everyone think.”
With closed eyes, she rests the weight of her head in my palm. As much as I just want to hold her in silence, I need to know what she’s thinking. If I made a complete fool of myself by falling for someone so incredible—and in thinking I would be worthy of her—I need to know right now.
I pull her into me, and my heart rate immediately slows in her embrace. “And the rest?” I whisper into her hair. “Well, I want to know that too, if you’d give me the chance. You probably think I’m crazy, and you should. Frankly, maybe I am crazy.”
I confess, “But I think I’m falling in love with you, Maeve. I’ve fallen head over heels with your intelligence, your smile, your laugh, the way your face lights up when you look at any landscape, no matter how typical.” Looking at her, I realize there’s no more unsureness within my bones. “I certainly have fallen in love with all that is you.”
Several breaths go by as she looks at me, and it feels like time has slowed.
“Green,” she mumbles.
“Wha—”
“Green,” she repeats, smiling. “My favorite color is green. My favorite book is Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen, although Persuasion was the first one of hers I ever read. And I hardly ever can focus on a movie long enough to make any one a favorite.”
Before I can say anything, Maeve tightens her grip on my waist. She rests her forehead on mine, and suddenly, I’m afraid. If this feeling in my chest is what love was supposed to be all along, if she was what it was supposed to feel like all along, I don’t know how I’ll ever make it through another day without it. The fear of losing something so special, something that I don’t even really have yet, is almost paralyzing.
As if she can hear my unspoken fears, she leans in, her lips curving into a soft smile before meeting mine. The moment our skin touches, everything inside me disintegrates and re-forms all at once.
Her mouth tastes like champagne—sweet and intoxicating—and the sensation is enough to weaken my knees. My pulse is racing, blood pounding in my ears as the kiss intensifies. Each brush of her tongue against mine sends sparks through me, and I’m dizzy, completely lost in the feel of her. Every inch of me burns with the undeniable truth—I’ve wanted this, her, more than I ever allowed myself to admit.
She pulls away, holding my face in her hands. “I don’t care what they say about time. I have fallen in love with you too.”
The way her arm squeezes our bodies together so closely might be the greatest feeling on earth. I didn’t know love was supposed to be like this: a gentle touch, soft lips, butterflies stirring up a storm within my stomach. I didn’t know this lightness, this feeling of floating on air, would start in my toes and make my head spin.
“I know you could have anyone,” I whisper, my self-consciousness taking hold. “I know I’m over a decade older than you. I don’t have the best figure anymore, and I look a mess most of the time—and not a hot one. I know I have baggage. Emmalee will always be my priori—”
“Brielle.” She shakes her head, her hands trailing down the back of my arms, sending my stomach deliciously lurching. “If you give me a chance, you’d make me the happiest woman in the world—you and Emmalee both. I would be the lucky one to have you, not the other way around.”
With my hands cupping her cheeks, I kiss her again. This time, however, it isn’t soft, or slow. It’s as hard and fast as the feelings hitting me. I fall into kissing her lips as if I’m drowning, as if she’s my only lifeboat out of this crazy world. With tongues on teeth, with my hands slipping beneath her blazer and pulling her into me, I feel something I haven’t before.
Hot liquid pools in my core. My knees tremble beneath the weight of holding onto her, and the want, the pure need to feel her closer to me, is almost unbearable. I want her to touch me. I hope she never stops because this—this is something I didn’t realize how badly I needed. This is everything.
Maeve pulls away, and without opening my eyes, I can feel her smiling against my lips. She curls her face into the nape of my neck and holds me so tight,
I think she might be trying to fuse us together.
“Can we sit and talk for a minute?” she asks. “I have a lot of apologizing to do.”
“You do not.” I shake my head as we walk to a set of white chairs just a few feet away.
“I do.” She sighs, taking a seat in one of them as I take the other. Leaning forward, she takes my hands in hers. “I usually have all the right words. Before you, I could defuse any situation that came my way.”
“I’m sensing a but,” I tease.
“There is one.” Maeve chuckles. “But when you came into my life, it’s like you left the door wide open for everything else to fly out. I tried so hard to make sure these feelings didn’t surface. I knew the mess they’d make.”
“I’m pretty sure I make enough messes on my own. I’m happy you didn’t.”
“Didn’t what?”
“I’m happy you didn’t stop the feelings from surfacing,” I say sincerely. “When I looked at you from the top of Azure Mountain, I knew. I’ve never felt anything like this before, Maeve, and I’m not just saying that because I just threw a lit dynamite stick into the life I’ve built over the last couple of years.”
“It was in that moment”—Maeve swallows—“that I realized I would rather be looking at you than at any view, any day. It didn’t matter what was behind you. You were—you are—the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”
“After being beaten down so many times, I didn’t think I would ever see myself as being worthy or beautiful again.” Squeezing her hands, I confess, “But you make me want to believe you.”
She lets go of my hands and looks out at the water as she falls back into the chair.
“Are you sure?” Her voice goes quiet. “About wanting me?”
“I have never been more sure of anything in my entire life.”
With a piercing gaze turned toward me, she mutters, “This wasn’t a possibility for me. I couldn’t let myself ever imagine what it would be like because I knew it could never actually happen.”
“But here we are,” I say, a small smile tugging at my lips. “Maeve, I want this. I want you. I want you more than anything I have ever wanted in my entire life.”
“I’m having a hard time even believing you’re saying this to me right now,” she says.
“I want to wake up next to your face every single morning.” I lean even closer to her so that my words are clear. “Just so I can remind you how special you are.” I fold my hand into hers on the armrest.
With our fingers tightly intertwined, we both turn back toward the water. Even though there’s so much I still want to tell her, I don’t. I know there’ll be time.
Strangely, the silence isn’t all-consuming. It feels like a beckoning home. This warmth in my chest is the closest to peace I’ve ever been.
“Just don’t run away,” Maeve whispers after a while, her gaze still focused on the ocean.
“What?”
“I know this is a lot, especially when you have so much else still going on. All I’m asking of you is that you don’t run away from me.”
I turn to face her, my thumb gently wiping the tear clinging to the corner of her bright eyes. I’m so far gone into this woman.
“I chased you down, remember?” I smirk. “More than once, if I recall.” Leaning in, I claim her lips as mine once more, just because I now can. “The only place I want to be is right here next to you.”
“And you’ll tell me if that changes?”
“It won’t,” I say clearly. But then an even bigger issue comes to mind. “How are we going to explain this to everyone?”
I’m not sure I can handle seeing the disappointment on Martine and William’s faces. We’ve all grown so close on this trip. When I see them again, I know they’re going to look at me differently. If they want nothing to do with me, I wouldn’t blame them.
“We’re going to tell them exactly how it is,” Maeve says, her voice completely stable.
“I came here on their son’s arm, and suddenly, I’m walking away with their daughter?” Rubbing my eyes, I sigh. “Usually, I don’t care what people think, but I really like your family. I don’t want them to think the worst of me.”
“The worst of you?” She pulls her brows together. “I don’t think there’s one person on this planet who thinks ill of you, Brielle.”
“Charles,” I say.
“Not even Charles,” she interjects. “Once they see us together, I think they’ll understand. There’s no conceivable way they will look at us and not trust that we know what we’re doing. And if they don’t—which I cannot fathom being a possibility—I truly don’t care. As long as I have you, I know I’ll be okay.”
Looking at her as the moonlight kisses her complexion, I think I’ve already fallen in love all over again. “I would never ask you to give up your family.”
“You wouldn’t have to ask.”
Slowly, with one hand on her warm cheek, I pull her into me. I take in her lips, like I’ve wanted to so many times before. Her hands trail along my back, gliding over my dress. Everywhere she touches feels on fire, like I could melt in her fingertips’ wake. It’s never felt like this with a man. It’s never given me this rush, heating my entire body, weakening my knees.
Stepping back, just long enough for air, I say against her mouth, “I will never get tired of that.”
“I can’t count how many times I’ve wanted to do it.” She smiles and then kisses me once more.
“Really? Then why wouldn’t you talk to me?”
“If I had given in all those times you asked me to talk, I would have told you I was developing feelings for you. I would have blurted out how much it hurt to know I could never have you.” She stops speaking, brushing a curl of hair off my face. “I couldn’t tell you that. It’s one thing knowing you had to break his heart, but it’s an entirely different thing for me to be part of why.”
“You and I both know that I couldn’t stay with him forever, as hard as I tried to make it work.”
“That’s still hard for me to wrap my head around,” she says.
After we’ve sat in the cool breeze a while longer, she finally breaks the silence. “As much as I want to sit here with you for the rest of the night…” She kisses my knuckles. “I think we should get back.”
“You’re right.” I smile, taking her in one more time before I have to lose this moment.
Her long hair is fuller in the heat and lays in thick waves over her suit jacket. Her lips, previously tinted with lipstick, are now nude. The corner of her mouth quirks up as I look at her, and that little dimple almost takes my breath away.
She’s gorgeous. And she’s mine.
We get up at the same time. She pulls her pants legs down, shaking some sand from the hem. After I slip out of my heels, we head back toward the tent.
Now that the air is clear between us, I don’t know how to act around her. With so much in our way before, I knew my place. With this clean slate? God, I don’t know what to do with that. Just walking this close to her has me wanting to reach out and take her hand. The need is so natural, so much that I almost do it.
Even when I barely knew her, she already felt this familiar. It’s like she’s always belonged to me.
“Do you want me to talk with them alone?” she asks. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable, and I don’t want you to have to deal with any unnecessary stress.”
Ignoring all the formalities still flickering on loop in my head, I take her hand in mine.
“I want to be right there next to you,” I say. “Now and forever.”



CHAPTER 25
MAEVE
WHEN LOOKING AT BRIELLE, I
feel invincible. When talking to her, I could face any fear head-on. However, as we approach the ruckus of music and cheers spewing from the open tent flaps, I don’t feel so strong.
My heart rate spikes, pulsing through a throbbing vein along my forehead. As I step into the tent, my stomach twists until it lodges itself into my sternum. Mom, Dad, and Ezra stand at the bar, leaning close to each other as they talk in hushed tones. Now that they’re in front of me, the thought of their disapproval is so real.
I would choose her. Today. Tomorrow. In fifty years. It will always be her. I just hope I don’t have to lose them to finally have my own happy ending.
Brielle tilts her face into the nook of my neck and whispers against my skin. “It’s going to be okay.” Soaking further into her warm hand on my back, I know she’s right.
We step closer, and they immediately stop talking. I thought once in front of them, I’d know what to say, but I don’t. Mom steps away from where she was just leaning against the bar. In two strides, she’s standing before us. Her gaze bounces between Brielle and me, her expression completely blank. Then, as if I’m still ten years old, she grabs us both and pulls us into one of her bear hugs.
“I’m happy for you two.” She exhales into our hair. “I’m not going to lie and say we have any idea of what is going on, but we don’t need to.”
Shock grips my body first. Dumbfounded, my arm stretches out and hovers above her back, not even wrapping around her as she squeezes us tighter. Once her words sink in, I allow myself to relax. It’s not until after my arm falls to her back that I realize how terrified I was of losing this.
“You don’t have to explain anything,” she says, pulling back and wiping beneath her eyes. “We just want you to be happy. That’s all we’ve ever wanted.”
“Thank you” is all that I can get out. It’s the only thing I have left.
“Ah, come here!” Ezra groans, his emotions hidden. He steps forward and hugs us just like Mom did. “I guess as long as we get to keep Brielle in the family, it doesn’t matter how that happens.”
I pull away from him, giving him a light smack in the stomach while fighting a laugh. “Not funny.”
Ez grins. “Yet, you’re laughing.”
“Would anyone like a drink?” Dad asks.
“I’d love one.” Brielle steps closer to the bar, completely at home once again.
“What’ll you have?” he murmurs, stepping around the bartender and grabbing his own bourbon from the top shelf.
“I’ll have what you’re having.”
He holds the bottle over his glass, about to pour it. A smile spreads across his cleanly shaven face. “I knew I liked you.”
While they continue beaming at each other, I sneak away toward the house. I walk up the stairs leading to the patio. I’m not surprised to see Charles leaning over the rock wall. His eyes are swollen, and there’s this unfamiliar crimson tint to his chiseled cheekbones. Taking his empty glass from his weak hands, I go to the bar cart and refill it.
“Thanks,” he mumbles as I hand him the dark liquid.
I step into the empty space next to him, our shoulders brushing as I lean onto the ledge’s rough surface. Bodies move in and out of the party beneath us, laughter and music coating the summer air.
“It’s a beautiful night,” his deep voice notes.
“It is.”
We stand like this for a while, pretending nothing has changed. Even though it’s a fantasy, it’s still a relief.
“I wanted to tell you,” I say eventually. “When I first saw her and realized who she was, I wanted to tell you I knew her.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I think it was just secondhand embarrassment. I didn’t know who she was beforehand, and once I saw her on your arm, everything felt so surreal.”
He looks out toward the coastline, twirling his cup in his hands, completely silent.
“It got out of hand really quickly,” I say quietly.
He nods to himself, and I wish I knew what he was thinking. I wish he’d just say something.
“She does love you, you know. She’s always loved you.”
He smiles, but it’s not the smile. The corners of his mouth turn upward, but his gaze is pulled down into the dry sand. He then looks at his glass, swirling the contents again before taking a big gulp.
“Can you do something for me?” he asks after far too much silence.
“Anything.”
“Take care of her.” He swallows loudly, eyes back to searching for the answers in his drink. “Love her like she’s the only thing this world has left you. Cherish her every single day, because having her in your life will be like a breath of fresh air on the smoggiest New York City morning.”
As I stare into his glistening eyes, I don’t know what to say. So I say the only thing I can.
“I’m so sorry, Chaz.”
“She likes to read before bed,” he continues. “She always forgets to bring a glass of water with her. Sometimes the holidays make her sad, and she won’t admit it when it happens. I assume you know about Emmalee?”
I nod, my voice completely lost.
“That little girl is quite possibly the purest thing walking this green earth. She’s full of the same fire and ice as her mother. She likes strawberry milk in the afternoon, and she’ll try to tell you ‘one more minute’ when you’re playing princess, but she doesn’t know how to tell time.”
“Stop talking like you won’t ever see them again,” I say sternly. “Brielle wouldn’t keep Emmalee from you.”
He’s silent for a while as the waves below crash onto a hard surface somewhere in the distance.
“I’m so fucking pissed off.”
I can taste vomit in the back of my throat. “I’m so sorry.”
“Not at you.” He solemnly shakes his head, his heavy words almost carried away with the wind. He scoffs, but it seems as if it’s more at himself. “You know,” he says after releasing a breath, “I really thought that this was my time. I thought I finally had it all figured out.”
“I’m so sorry, Chaz,” I say again, like those words mean something, like they’ll make it better.
“No,” he argues, slowly shaking his head as if in disbelief. “No, don’t be sorry. This”—and he smiles genuinely—“this is how it’s supposed to be. It hurts more than anything I have ever experienced before, and I know tomorrow morning it will hurt even more, but I know this is the right thing.”
“Please don’t hate me,” I whisper. “I really couldn’t stand it if this came between us.”
He places his arm over my shoulders before softly kissing the top of my head. “Never, Mae.” He pulls me closer to him. “I may be frustrated right now. I may hate the world when the sun comes up, but I could never hate you.”
* * *
Ezra disappears partway through the night, but Charles insists it’s fine. As guests stumble out, clinging onto the shoulders of their sober drivers, we distract Martine with tiramisu on the patio until Ez comes back.
Staff floats around us, cleaning up from the festivities. In just a few hours, the tent is taken down and folded into box-sized containers. The beach is raked clean, every single napkin found and tossed in the trash. It’s as if this entire night never happened.
We’re all gathered around the patio table, just like so many times before. The clock clicks closer to two in the morning, but everyone seems to have caught a second wind. I, on the other hand, can barely keep my eyes open. The exhaustion hits me all at once, slumping my shoulders as I lean back in my chair.
“I can’t believe,” Mom scoffs, eyes narrowed in Ezra’s direction, “that you thought I wouldn’t notice!”
Dad laughs. “The tiramisu was a nice touch.”
“If it works, it works,” Chaz says, a smile playing on his lips as he lifts his glass.
“How was the gig?” I ask Ezra. “Was it worth it?”
“I was offered a permanent gig.” He makes the statement nonchalantly, but his face breaks open to the biggest grin I’ve ever seen from him. “I get to headline at the Roxie three times a week to start, and if it goes well, maybe more.”
“Ezra!” Chaz is positively beaming, pure pride bubbling over in his voice. “That’s incredible.”
“Does this mean you’re not going to be trotting across the world anymore?” Mom asks, almost sounding hopeful. “Because I sure have missed you an awful lot.”
“If it’s okay,” he says unsurely, “could I stay here at the beach house while I figure things out?”
Mom just looks at him, eyes brimming with unshed tears of joy. “One condition.”
Ez smirks. “Name your price.”
“Sunday dinner with your Dad and me in Los Altos, every week.”
“You drive a hard bargain.” Ezra hums to himself for a long moment, acting as if he’s considering it. “Deal.”
Mom rolls her lips inwards, trying to hide her excitement. She hasn’t had any of us home in years, and I know this one week together doesn’t come close to how much time she wants to spend with us. Her problem was never with Ezra’s career choice. It was the fact that he quite literally could never guarantee being available to be here when she missed him most.
“Well,” I say, taking another sip of my wine. “I think that’s enough excitement for today. I’m going to turn in.”
“Oh, so soon?” Mom’s disappointed voice makes me hesitate.
Before this week, I think I would have sat back down just to see a smile return to her face. No, I know I would have, regardless of how tired I am right now.
Not anymore.
“It’s been a long day.” I walk to where she sits and place a kiss on her cheek. “’Night, Ma. See you all tomorrow.”
“Night,” everyone calls out in staggered unison.
Walking past Brielle, I allow my hand to drag along her forearm. I just needed one more touch, one more chance to release that floral scent into the wind so I can fall asleep tonight knowing I didn’t dream it all up.
“Good night,” she says to me, catching my hand before I leave.
“Good night.” With one squeeze, I take a deep breath and regretfully let her go.
After washing the makeup off my face and changing for bed, I can’t stop the way my mind runs off without any focus. I feel like I’m going to wake up tomorrow with none of this actually having happened.
I fall into my plush comforter, pulling the blanket over my night slip. The darkness seeps into the room, and the quiet falls over me. At the patio table, I was fighting yawn after yawn.
Sleeping has always been something I’ve struggled with. It’s like once I’m in the horizontal position, I recall every single moment from the day. Sometimes I replay sessions in my head, thinking about what else I could have done to help my clients. Sometimes the quiet just seems so loud, and I can’t focus on anything other than the static hum in my ears.
But with this feeling in my chest, the simple warmth that comes from the inside out, I’m not lying here panicking about anything. I’m thinking of how her hair smells, how my stomach flips when her skin touches mine. I’m thinking of big brown eyes and the most stunning smile I’ve ever seen.
With Brielle’s face fluttering through my mind, and the fact that there’s an entire future with her that I’ve never even considered before, I know I won’t get any sleep tonight. And I’m entirely okay with that.
I wonder if Chaz will take the guest room or if Brielle is packing her suitcase right now. My mind flutters toward the possibility that they might spend one last night with each other in the same room, even platonically, and I aggressively turn in the bed at the thought.
With a sigh, I sit up and rub my eyes. I know it’s too soon to feel this attached, but I just want to be near her again. Only within her breathing space do I feel at ease. It’s something I didn’t know I was missing until it hit me square in the chest like Cupid’s arrow.
A knock sounds at the door, temporarily startling me. It’s light, airy almost. Without even thinking about how little I’m wearing, I go to answer it.
I don’t know why, but seeing Brielle’s sleepy eyes when I open the door surprises me. She’s wearing a tucked-in cotton T-shirt. Soft, baggy pants hang off her hips. With her hair combed out, her face bare of everything, she’s even more beautiful than she was all dolled up earlier.
“Wow.” Brielle’s eyes are wide as she visibly scans my exposed body.
Suddenly, heat rushes to my face and I’m mortified. “Oh.” I turn from the door, covering my braless chest and skimpy nightgown with my hands. “Oh, shit. I’ll grab my robe.”
“What?” She gasps, her gaze finally finding mine. Taking one measured step into the room, bringing her stomach close enough to touch mine, she closes the door behind her. “No. Don’t you dare. I will burn every robe in this entire house.”
“Every robe, huh?”
“If it means I get to see you like this?” She pulls in her bottom lip with her teeth. “Absolutely. Every single one.”
“Are you okay?” I ask, taking a seat on the bench at the end of my bed. “I know today must be a lot for you.”
“I’m okay.” She nods, and for once I believe her level eyes. “I just didn’t want to leave you yet.”
“Are you two still sharing a room?” I feel bad for even asking, like I still don’t know if I have a right to feel jealous about it.
“No.” She shakes her head. “He offered to take the guest room, but I insisted. I couldn’t sleep, as hard as I tried.”
“Me either.”
A sliver of moonlight filters through the curtains, and it makes her eyes look like strung gold in the haze. Without any hesitation or notice, she takes those soft hands and runs them through my hair. Her nails scrape along my scalp, and I take a breath, terrified a moan might escape my lips.
With a burning gaze, Brielle pulls my body into hers, and I melt. I melt into her as if we were always meant to be one. I kiss her, reveling in the taste of her spearmint toothpaste. Our hands explore each other fervently, almost as if touching like this isn’t enough. I find her waistband, my fingers teasing the place her shirt touches before I slide toward the heated curves beneath. I want to touch all of her and trace every outline with my tongue. When flushed skin touches flushed skin, she sucks in a breath, and for a moment, I think I’ve gone too far.
Just when I’m about to apologize, her thigh swings over the front of my body, nestling herself over me and straddling my legs. The second her weight sets in, my breath hitches in slow motion. With both hands, she tugs me to her lips once again, and I’m lost.
No, not lost; I’m found.
Our bodies press harder together, and everything grows deeper as her hips rock against me. As I tilt my face toward hers, Brielle breathes the very concept of life into me.
“Wait,” I say in multiple syllables, my breaths staggering.
She pulls away from me slightly, hands gripped in my hair.
“We need to slow down.”
What looks like panic flashes in her eyes. “I’m so—” She goes to whip her leg off me, but I hold her firmly in place.
“No apologies.” I tuck a stray curl behind her ear. “We’ve been through a lot today. I just think we need to take a breath and slow things down a little.”
She leans forward into me once again, smiling. “I don’t want to stop. I want all of you.”
“I know. I want the same thing, but we have all the time in the world.”
Instead of being angry, like I feared, Brielle tucks her face into the crook of my neck, her body slumping against mine.
“Okay.” She sighs into my skin.
I hug her tighter, knowing that nothing will ever top this feeling. Nothing will ever come close to being this perfect. And I can’t believe I almost gave this up.
“Do you want to lie down with me?” I ask nervously.
She kisses me, more deeply this time, with a longing that matches my own. Her hands explore my body with a tenderness that sends shivers down my spine. It’s the type of touch that could show the world exactly whom I belong to. It’s a promise, a vow, that this moment is ours and ours alone.
“Please,” she finally answers.
Together we stand, crawl beneath the cool sheets, and fold into each other.
“I love you,” I whisper against her lips, the words tumbling out before I can stop them. They hang in the air, fragile yet powerful.
She leans back slightly, her gaze searching mine. “I love you too.” Her reply is soft, trembling with emotion. “More than anything.”
Wrapped in each other’s arms, the world outside is forgotten. Our breaths synchronize, our hearts beat in unison, and, in that moment, I know we’ve found something rare, something worth holding onto forever.
The night wraps around us like a protective shield, and as I close my eyes, I feel her warmth, her love, enveloping me. In her arms, I find my home, my sanctuary, and I know I’ll never let it go.



EPILOGUE
MAEVE
Three Years Later
 
A SOFT AMBER GLOW PEEKS through between the bedroom blinds, illuminating Brielle’s face in the most beautiful golden hue. I lean on my elbow and pull the sheet draped over our bare bodies higher onto our chests. With damp eyes, I watch the love of my life sleep—something so mundane, so typical—and yet tantalizing.
These are the moments I’ll never tire of, the simplest things—watching Brielle’s eyes flutter close when she takes her first sip of coffee in the morning, the way her cheeks still turn rosy when I call her beautiful, how her expression softens just before she wakes up each morning—that have me falling in love with her all over.
“You’re staring again,” Brielle mumbles, smiling with closed eyes.
I grin as I dip down and place a gentle kiss on her warm temple. “How do you know that?”
Her lids flutter open and she smirks. “Because I can tell when those incredible eyes are on me even in a crowded room.” She then pulls me beneath the sheet in a fit of giggles and tangled limbs.
It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve felt the heat radiating from her naked body, how often I count the freckles scattering across her back. Every day feels brand new, and the high that comes from touching her—feeling her, breathing in everything that is her—hasn’t faltered once.
“Do we have time for…” Brielle says in a sexy voice. She hovers over me, our chests pressed together and her thigh slipping dangerously close to where I’m warmest. She tilts closer, a mere millimeter away from claiming my mouth, her hands already slipping beneath the covers and along my body.
“Mom!” Emmalee shouts, barging through the door without a care in the world.
In a frantic attempt to not live out my worst nightmare, we both pull the sheet up, our bodies flopping onto separate sides of the bed. Instinctively, my eyes roll; this has happened a hundred times before.
“Emmalee.” Brielle groans. “We’ve talked about this! Knock first, open second.”
“I know,” she says and groans just like her mother. “I want to go surfing, but Grandma says I have to ask you first.”
Brielle’s head falls back into the pillow with a puff, and I can’t fight her grin.
“Love”—I tighten a fist around the sheet loose over my naked chest—“we can all go surfing after breakfast. Until then—”
“But, Mom!” She stomps her right foot, tiny nine-year-old hands balled into fists at her sides. “I can go out alone.”
I shake my head seriously, keeping my expression neutral as I try not to give away how much I love hearing the M word from Emmalee’s little lips. “No, you may not.”
“Momma.” Emmalee focuses her attention on Brielle now, trying to hedge her bets.
“You heard your mother,” Brielle says, unsuccessfully feigning seriousness because she’s well accustomed to this tactic. “Now, go run off. We’ll be out shortly. We’ll have some of those banana pancakes you love so much, and then we’ll all hit the waves together.”
“Ugh!” she shouts just as Charles comes around the corner and walks into the room.
“Emmalee, I told you not to—” He stops speaking once he steps into the room. “Jesus!” Smacking his hand over his eyes, he turns in an attempt to leave but ends up running directly into the doorframe with a thump. “Shit! Emmalee!” He squeezes his hand tighter, still sheltering his eyes. “I told you to wait until they’ve had their coffee.”
“It’s okay, Charles.” Brielle giggles. “Can you both give us a second to get dressed, maybe?”
“Brilliant idea.” Charles reaches his arm out aimlessly until it connects with Emmalee’s shoulder. “Come on.”
She guides him out with his eyes squeezed so tightly, he’s probably seeing stars.
Once the door closes with a click, I fall into the pillow just like Brielle did moments ago. It takes two seconds for us to burst into laughter, holding each other’s hand beneath the covers.
“Did you see the panic in his eyes?”
Brielle chuckles. “We’ve traumatized him.”
“In more ways than one.”
* * *
This year’s Raleigh Family Vacation looks a little different. On the patio, there’s a brand-new table, one that sits eight comfortably.
Martine has finally allowed a few gray strands to highlight the dark hair dye she used to apply religiously. Jenny curls into Ezra’s arms, rubbing her six-month-pregnant belly. William leans on the table with that same salt-and-pepper hair, except it’s a lot more salt and a lot less pepper now, smiling as Ezra talks about potential names for the little one they have on the way.
Once breakfast is finished, Emmalee all but drags Brielle and Charles into the ocean. I wanted to go too, but the view from here on the shore, where their smiles and laughter expand all around me, is such a better place.
Sitting with my pants rolled up to my calves, bare toes in the sand, I watch Charles hold Emmalee’s small body in front of him on the freshly waxed surfboard. She flashes that baby-tooth smile, and I’m once again floating. Not physically, of course. But inside? Everything within me is gliding on air, untouchable and undeniably right.
“Mom!” Emmalee’s arms flail around as she tries to get my attention, but little does she know, I’m always looking.
“Great job, baby!” I wave back, my heart growing more by the second.
Brielle strays slightly to the right, picking up a small wave on her own. She has the same freeness as she releases her arms to the wind, her legs spread wide. With her hair now touching the middle of her back, she looks like a golden goddess as she paddles back toward them.
Taking a deep breath, I realize that this is everything I’ve dreamed of. This little family of mine is more than I could have ever asked for. It’s been everything I didn’t know I needed.
It took one month of dating before I asked Brielle to move in. The novel Brielle was working on topped all the bestseller charts within a week, so we decided to purchase a house together closer to work. With something so special waiting for me at home, I finally hired that secretary for the practice too.
Emmalee is adjusting to her new school, and she’s competing in a dance competition at one of the city’s best performance centers next month. Charles says he’s met someone—a paralegal at his California office—and he’s been around Los Altos more throughout the year than ever before.
Regardless of how this chapter in my life started, it feels like things have truly fallen into place. Everything feels settled, perfectly placed, right where it always belonged. I’m not sure how I’ve lived thirty-one years not knowing what I was missing.
Reaching into my linen pocket, I pull out the little black box I’ve been carrying around for the last three months. I open the lid, and a solitaire diamond stares back at me, each deliberate cut refracting the sunlight into thousands of rainbow sparkles. Simple. Elegant. Perfect just as it is. Like Brielle.
There have been a million moments that made me want to drop to one knee and ask the love of her life to marry me. Dozens of times, I’ve said I love you and have had to hold my breath to stop the big question from tumbling out.
Last week, we were sitting on the couch, Emmalee asleep on our legs, and when Brielle tilted her face toward me, I wanted to blurt out the words right there. It seems like every second spent with her is the perfect time, but I want it to be more special than that. Brielle deserves nothing less.
There’s only one place that will do, one place that could possibly come close to being as special as our love. So I’ve been carrying around this little black box, silently mouthing marry me until I can say the words aloud tomorrow.
* * *
Ezra grins mischievously. “So, who will be King of the Mountain this year?”
Charles groans, fighting with Emmalee as she tries to climb onto his shoulders. “I don’t think I can run up that mountain again this year. My knees.”
Ezra laughs. “You’re just sore because you lost again last year.”
He rolls his eyes. “I had an eight-year-old on my back.”
“Semantics,” Ezra scoffs.
“Why don’t we all just hike up together?” Brielle suggests. “You know, enjoy the views for once?”
“That,” I say, kissing her cheek as I take the backpack from her hands, “is a wonderful idea, my love.”
“I agree!” Martine nods, big bumblebee sunglasses already covering her eyes.
William digs into the side brush, searching for a walking stick thick enough to lean on.
And so we amble together through the woods, making our way to the top. It’s the first time we’ve reached the peak as a family since Ezra was an angsty teenager.
Charles is drenched in sweat as Emmalee climbs off his back, her smile wide enough to touch the next county. Every year, he tells her she’s too big to carry, and every year, he gives in when she asks.
“Charlie!” she shouts. “Look at that bird!”
He smiles. “That’s a big one, tater tot.” He takes his water bottle from the backpack secured to his stomach, then pulls out her pink canteen and passes it over to her.
Brielle walks toward the edge, the same place she stood three years ago. With her back to me, her hands resting on her curvy hips, I fall yet a little more in love with her.
William takes Emmalee’s hand and lures her aside with a peanut-butter sandwich. Martine takes another almond from her eco-friendly snack bag and smiles out toward the cloudless August sky.
“So,” Charles appears out of nowhere and whispers behind me, “are you finally going to ask her?”
“What?”
“I know what’s behind that square little shape in your leggings pocket.”
Looking down at the little bulge against my thigh, I pull the velvet box out. “Do you think she’ll say yes?”
His brows arch toward the sun. “For someone so incredibly smart, you ask dumb questions a lot.”
I shove his shoulder, and he raises his hands in defense.
“It’s now or never.” He smiles while placing a light touch to my shoulders before turning me around and giving me a soft shove toward Brielle.
On shaking legs, I walk behind where she stands, looking over the broad, verdant expanse. When perched on a mountain this tall, the trees below look like insignificant pinpricks. Even as a rare group of Eagles circle hundreds of feet below, nothing is more stunning than the way Brielle’s eyes twinkle in the morning sunlight.
“You’re right,” Brielle says, smiling as I step into the place beside her, taking her hand in mine. “This view will never get old.”
When she turns to me, she places a gentle kiss on my lips.
I inhale sharply, nerves rattling every bone in my body. “I can’t believe how far we’ve come.”
“And we still have forever to go.”
“Brielle”—I take both of her sweaty hands, turning toward her fully—“this is the same place we stood three years ago when I truly saw you. I knew then that no one else would ever come close to lighting up my life as much as you did in that short amount of time.”
Brielle smiles, and it’s like being touched by the sun, like galaxies reside in the color of her eyes. “It was on this very rock that I realized I was falling for you.”
“In three short years”—I swallow the fear, grounding myself in the melody of her voice—“you’ve opened my entire world up. What you’ve given me doesn’t compare to this view. The love you’ve shared with me is a gift I can’t live without.”
“Oh, love,” Bri coos, pulling me in by the cheek to kiss me deeply. “For me too.”
With one deep breath, I pull the ring box from my pocket. Brielle takes a step back with trembling hands over her mouth, as if trying to swallow a gasp. Before I can think any more of it, I drop to my knee on the hot rock, the square in my outstretched palm.
“Maeve.” Brielle’s voice is breathy and shocked.
“Hey,” I hear Ezra whisper off in the distance. I catch him smacking William in the back to get his attention.
Charles stands beside them, holding Emmalee’s hand in his. Martine covers her gaping mouth, dropping almonds as William wraps his broad arm around her thin waist.
Now is the moment.
“Brielle Stone, you are the light of my life,” I declare, my voice steady but filled with emotion. I open the box, revealing a shimmering ring that catches the natural light just so.
Brielle’s eyes fill with tears, and I’m really freaking hoping they’re good ones.
“You are everything I could have dreamed of and more,” I continue. “So, so much more. You give me a purpose. You make me want to be a better person, not only for you but also for that brilliant little girl we’re raising. Coming home to you playing dress-up in the living room has been the highlight of my day—every single day.”
Brielle’s hands fall limply to her sides. She smiles with her entire face. “Mae, are you asking…”
My voice shakes slightly, a tremor countering the unwavering love in my chest. “This might sound crazy,” I begin, then stop, taking a fortifying breath, “but…I can’t imagine a single day without you, Brielle. Not a single sunrise, not a single stupid fight over who gets the last slice of pizza. Even when we’re arguing over toppings—pineapple or not—or debating the best way to reheat leftovers, I’d choose that chaos with you, over and over again. I want all of it, the messy and the magical, the ordinary and the extraordinary.
“Forever,” I finish, the word a whisper. “Whatever that actually means. Will you marry me, Brielle Stone? Because forever with you sounds a whole lot better than any other kind.”
Brielle’s head bobs up and down repeatedly, tears streaming down her dust-covered cheeks. “Yes,” she mutters, her voice cracking with emotion, then rising in pitch. “Yes! A million times yes!”
“Yes?” I gasp, eyes frantically wide, the world not yet back into focus.
“Yes,” Brielle repeats, pulling me up and into her lips. “Yes.” She kisses me. “Today. Tomorrow. Forever. Yes. Always, yes.”
Applause erupts around the two of us. Ezra lets out a joyful whoop, the sound echoing in the open air. We turn toward our family, still wrapped in each other’s embrace, almost forgetting we’re not alone.
Charles, beaming, wipes rogue tears from his eyes. “It’s about damn time,” he says, his voice thick with emotion.
Emmalee smiles from his hip, her hands clapping along.
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