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The best thing to hold onto in life is each other.
— AUDREY HEPBURN



CHAPTER 1

Gracie

Right Now
Nothing could quite match the high I felt when I was standing center stage with my band, blasting out our songs while thousands of fans screamed our names. There wasn’t much that could come close to the feeling of exhilaration that consumed me in a moment like that—except possibly tonight.
I looked around the outdoor garden of The Halfway and felt warmth spreading through my body at the sight of the people most dear to us, gathered here tonight to celebrate Ashley’s and my engagement. I hadn’t realized until we had been writing the guest list how many true friends I had picked up in my life.
Now I saw all those people in the same space as us, here to celebrate Ashley and me, our love, and it warmed me from the inside out. The Halfway buzzed with life as my friends milled around, mingling with drinks in their hands, each enjoying the evening in their own way. Even this venue had been such an integral part of my life these last few years, and had quickly become one of my favorite places to be.
The bar was a mix of old charm meshed with modern elements that sometimes had me gasping in a ‘pinch me’ moment, realizing that I was, in fact, standing in an L.A. hotspot where I had not only maintained solid gigs but was now hosting my engagement. Twinkle lights were strung from tree to tree in the outdoor garden casting a warm glow among my friends.
The clinking of glasses, laughter, and chatter filled my ears as music played from the DJ not far from where I stood. It was exactly how I had imagined it, and I took a satisfied breath as I surveyed the area. Long wooden tables were filled with food, laden with platters of tapas-style dishes. Drinks flowed freely thanks to the open bar.
I sighed in pure bliss, my heart full as my eyes continued to roam the room, enjoying the magic of all that hard work coming together. It felt like a surreal dream, and at the center of it stood Ashley.
She stood near the bar, her golden blonde hair catching the lights like a halo around her head, a glass of red wine in one hand and a small, reserved smile on her lips as she spoke with a small group of friends—faces I recognized from her gym: Simone and Guy, two people who had been with her since her dreams were nothing more than StreamMe workout videos.
I ran my eyes over my fiancée, marveling briefly at the word and the giggle that bubbled in my throat before I refocused. Her long blonde hair was out of its usual braid today, and it draped down her back and over her shoulder like a shimmering waterfall of gold. Her white mid-length dress clung to her skin, the satin shining under the lights, highlighting her immaculately shaped and toned physique.
She looked as beautiful as ever, and my chest tightened at the sight of her, a lump settling in my throat as I eyed the shining ring on my finger. Another ‘pinch me’ moment, because there were so many times when I truly wondered how I had snagged easily the most amazing girl in Los Angeles. How I deserved her. How lucky I was to be here, celebrating our engagement, surrounded by people who mattered to both of us.
Not everyone, I reminded myself, and I swallowed, pushing the thought from my mind. I wasn’t about to ruin my evening with those thoughts.
A familiar laugh filled my ears, and I looked over to where Kat was seated, her dark skin glowing under the lights as she held a glass of something bubbly. Her hair, which she’d curled for the evening, danced around her shoulders, bouncing whenever she laughed, flicking flirtatiously as she held her small court hostage with her beaming personality.
Kat glowed with life; there was a light within her I couldn’t quite grasp, but it had rubbed off on me early on. She was one of the key people who had stepped in right when I had cut myself off financially from my parents. She had taken me under her wing in the shithole of a restaurant where we worked and taught me to be an adult—taught me to enjoy life without expectation and to appreciate every goddamn minute.
She was the sun, and she was always at the center of laughter—and some sort of relationship drama.
My bandmate, my best friend, and my anam cara.
Next to her, Todd sat, the drummer of our band and yet another person I couldn’t imagine life without. He was leaning back in his chair, one arm around Kat’s shoulders and the other slung over his boyfriend Jesse’s shoulder, looking at ease as he smiled and watched Kat’s antics, the fondness glowing in his eyes.
He had always been the steady one in our little trio of misfits. He kept us all grounded, even when shit hit the fan, and it made me laugh to think how at each other’s throats we had been in those early days of our friendship, as we worked in that restaurant together. He had thought I was rude and spoiled—which he was right about—but he had also been judgmental.
Jesse laughed and clapped a hand over his mouth as Todd whispered something in his ear, and I grinned. Jesse was energy incarnate, the perfect balance to Todd’s cool, calm, and collected. They fit together like two pieces of a puzzle.
I shook my head at the time that had passed, but my heart fluttered at what was to come.
It felt as if everything had come full circle for me, standing here in The Halfway, the place I had first met Ashley, even if that hadn’t gone quite so well. I smothered my grin at the memory, my gaze moving back to my friends. The Halfway had been the first serious L.A. venue we had secured—it had been a huge deal.
They had never wavered; they had become my constants in life, there for every high and low, scooping me up in the latter and dusting me off. Now, Ashley was the same—everything felt complete. Or, at least, it should have.
I took a sobering breath and sipped my champagne, trying to rein in my emotions, but my eyes prickled as my thoughts moved to the people who weren’t here by choice.
My parents. My sister.
The familiar hole in my chest, so often hastily patched up, seemed wide open tonight. I had known they wouldn’t be here... but it didn’t lessen the sting of not actually seeing them, of not celebrating with the people I had once held so dear in my life—who I had once shared every important milestone with—not being here tonight.
Things had been strained for a long time with them, but it had still been civil. I had left home and dropped out of school, which I knew seemed random to them, but it hadn’t been for me, and it was over five years ago now. A whole lifetime ago, but they couldn’t get over it. They couldn’t understand why I dropped my law degree and began sharing an apartment with two other people, working in a crappy restaurant and playing music.
Honestly, at the time, I hadn’t understood it—I had just done it. But I had been running back then. Chasing dreams, running from lies and running from the horrible person I had been, all because I couldn’t be myself—not in that house, not in such close proximity to them all.
They knew I was a lesbian. They found out pretty soon after Ashley and I went public, and after one blowout with my mother, we had maintained civility and some semblance of a relationship, even though it had been awkward. They were never very friendly to Ashley on the rare occasions we went to their house.
Narelle, my sister, had always been the good one. The one who did everything the way Mom envisioned it for us. She went to college, married the right man, worked in our father’s firm, and was working on having a baby. She had taken the path we were meant to follow, and when I veered off that path, following my heart instead...
I didn’t regret a minute of it—I regretted every stupid decision I had made prior to the day I moved out of home, but the lack of regret I had for my new and wonderful life didn’t smother the hurt that built within my chest as I thought of the casual disregard my mother now treated me with.
Or had treated me with—I hadn’t heard from her since Ashley and I told them we were getting married. It had been over brunch, just after Christmas. Dad had popped a bottle of champagne as I had been telling Mom, the cork flying randomly and hitting a two-hundred-year-old vase, a priceless heirloom. My mother had screeched in horror.
I had foolishly allowed myself to hope that maybe, just maybe, they would show up tonight, even if they hadn’t RSVP’d. Nothing—not even a message.
“You’re looking deep in thought,” Ashley’s soft voice floated through my ear as her arms snaked around my waist, her head resting in the crook of my neck. “What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours?”
A soft laugh escaped me, and I sighed, placing a hand over hers at my waist. “I’m just so lucky—how did I get so lucky?”
Ashley snorted in disbelief. “Are you serious, babe? You’re the best person on this planet. You’re getting what you’re owed. No one deserves happiness more than you, and I can’t believe I get to spend the rest of my life being the one who gives you that.”
I turned in her arms and wrapped mine around her neck, staring into her blue eyes that always reminded me of forget me nots. Ashley’s eyes were a soft blue that, in my opinion, had an almost invisible golden ring around the iris. She disagreed with me, but I was convinced it was there, and it always reminded me of the forget me not flowers my mother had growing in her garden.
Ashley brushed a stray curl from my face before she pressed a featherlight kiss to my nose. “Now, want to tell me what you were really thinking about?”
“My family,” I mumbled before blinking. “It’s fine.”
Ashley’s eyes softened, and she pressed a soft kiss to my lips before squeezing my hand. “You are everything, Gracie,” she whispered. “If they can’t see that, it’s on them. The people who truly give a shit about you are here tonight, and I know it doesn’t lessen the sting, but it should make it more bearable.”
Tears filled my eyes, and I swallowed, blinking them away. “It does. Truly, I’m fine—it’s just a small blip in an otherwise amazing evening.”
“Good,” she said with a small smile before letting her eyes wander in that alluring way she always did—I had no idea how, after all this time, she could still make me putty in her hands just from that look. “Fuck, you look so beautiful tonight—”
“Ashley!” Simone called loudly, cutting off Ashley’s next words as a blush rose up my neck. “Come here, there’s someone you need to meet.”
“Boyfriend number…?” I trailed off lightly, and Ashley smirked.
“I’ve lost count. I’ll be right back, okay?”
I watched the retreating form of my fiancée before an arm slipped around my shoulder and I spotted Kat, grinning at me.
“Dance?” she asked with a wide smile.
“God, yes.”

The music pulsed through The Halfway as I spun with Kat, laughter on our lips as the gentle buzz of alcohol in my veins relaxed me, removing all negative thoughts and keeping me grounded in the happiness I felt tonight. It spread through my bones, and I felt as if I were shining from the inside out.
I would only get this night once—and what an experience, what a sight!
As the song came to a close, arms circled around my waist, Ashley’s familiar scent filling my nose, and I leaned back into her, a grin on my lips.
“Come with me,” she murmured, her lips brushing against my ear.
I laughed lightly as I took in the low tone, angling my neck as she pressed a kiss to it. “Where?” I asked, slightly breathless.
She didn’t answer, which didn’t surprise me. She just took my hand and tugged me away from the dance floor, a light smirk on her lips as she eyed me, her grip on my hand confident. I licked my lips as anticipation curled up my spine. I knew exactly what was on her mind, and I was not going to pass up whatever she had planned.
After all this time, I still couldn’t get enough of her.
My heels clicked against the floor, the hem of my shimmering dress dancing around my legs as I followed after her. I was shorter than Ashley on a good day, but the monster heels she had chosen tonight had her strides about fifty times bigger than usual—okay, an exaggeration, but you get what I’m saying.
We moved further into the bar, away from the garden where our friends were, away from the pounding music and shining lights, and then we were suddenly in a small hallway. I watched with a grin as Ashley glanced around us before she pushed open a door that looked like it belonged to a coat closet, dragging me inside before I could ask what her plan was.
She shut the door, the small dim light shining above us.
My smirk widened as I said, “Hate to break it to you, love, but I came out of the closet a while ago. Should you really be stuffing me back into one, especially at our engagement party?”
“Ha-ha,” she said dryly before she flicked the lock behind me, her arm going above my head as she crowded my space. I swallowed as desire flicked through me. “I have been waiting to get you alone all fucking night. Do you know how good you look in that dress? We’ll have to make this quick; we’re doing speeches soon.”
“Ashley—” I started to say on a laugh, but she cut off my words as she pressed me up against the wall, her body flush against me as her mouth met mine, her lips hungry, demanding in a way that had my knees shaking a little. My hands instinctively went to her waist, and her tongue traced my lower lip.
I gave her what she asked for on a silent gasp, her tongue sliding into my mouth, caressing my own, her hands roaming my body with a firm insistence that had my heart racing. I hadn’t expected the intensity, but it became an immediate craving, and my nipples hardened as she groaned in the back of her throat, her hands moving to my cheeks as she deepened the kiss, moving her leg between mine, pressing against me.
“Oh,” I gasped, and she smirked against my mouth.
“God, you taste good,” she murmured against my lips, the low huskiness of her voice sending a delightful shiver down my spine. My head was spinning, my heart pounding, and before I could respond, she was kissing me once more, just as passionately, as her hands slid down my sides, gripping me exactly how I liked it.
Possessively.
I could feel the growing wetness between my legs, the throbbing of my clit as her tongue plunged between my lips, showing me just what she could fucking do with it. Her lips trailed along my jaw and down my neck, and I moaned softly when she sucked at the skin at the juncture of my neck and shoulder, her fingers dancing at the hem of my dress, brushing the sparkling material.
I was hardly able to muster a coherent thought as my legs shifted on instinct, parting for her without question, and she grinned against my skin.
“What do you need, Gracie?” she purred as she glided the material higher… higher… “What do you want me to do?”
I whimpered softly, my hands ghosting over her ribs, enjoying the feel of her silk-clad body beneath my fingertips as my thumbs brushed across her nipples. She had forgone a bra tonight, and I could feel them harden instantly beneath my touch.
“Touch me,” I moaned into her ear as my frustration built, her teasing hands at the hem of my dress having not strayed any farther. “Now,” I groaned.
Ashley chuckled before she leaned away from my neck, her hand going to my jaw as she held it softly, her other hand sliding under my dress... I felt her fingers shove my lacy nothing underwear to the side, and her eyes held mine as she glided her fingers through my wetness with expert familiarity. I sighed with relief, my head falling back as she ran them along me before they settled on my clit, swirling them there for a moment, and I bucked into her.
“Fuck, I love the noises you make when I touch you,” she groaned, her lips a breath away from mine. “It’s so intoxicating, I can’t think straight.” She slid one finger inside me, and I moaned softly against her mouth, her thumb working my clit with ease, her eyes hooded. “I want to fuck you with the strap tonight,” she purred, and heat bloomed within me at her words. “I want to feel you beneath me while I control all of it—all your pleasure. I want to hear you cry out my name while I fuck you.”
“Ash…” I whispered, clutching at her shoulders as her words stoked the raging fire building within me, the images already burning into my mind, old memories of her doing just that coming to the surface while I conjured new ones of what was to come.
A second finger, and the moan that left my lips was not so quiet this time. Ashley swallowed it in a kiss, her tongue stroking along the roof of my mouth as her fingers quickened inside me, her thumb moving against my clit. I could feel that intense wave building within me, my hips bucking against her, tight and coiling in my stomach.
“I fucking love you,” Ashley whispered as she pulled back from my lips, her mouth going to my ear. “I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life showing you just how much.”
Her words followed action, her free hand moving to grip my thigh, hooking it over her hip, and I arched against her, desperate for everything she wanted to give me. My breaths were short, weak, ragged gasps as I held on for the ride, and her fingers moved in teasing strokes inside me, drawing me closer to the edge, sliding deeper.
My legs trembled—my body trembled—fuck, my soul trembled, and she held me firmly in place, her lips brushing against my jaw as my orgasm built, and my eyes flashed to hers with desperate need.
“Don’t stop,” I begged, my voice hardly more than an uttered breath of need.
“Come for me, beautiful,” she purred into my ear, and her fingers worked that final piece of magic under my dress. I came with a sharp cry, my body tensing as every nerve ignited, the bliss rolling over me in waves, leaving me breathless and shaking.
“Oh, fuck!” I cried, my nails digging into her shoulders, completely overwhelmed by it all.
Ashley kept me steady through it all as I rode out my orgasm, my head slumping forward into her neck. She kissed the side of my head softly as the trembling stopped, releasing my leg gently, setting it to the ground as she slid her fingers from me, and I jolted from the sensation.
I looked up at her as she leaned past me and grabbed a tissue, wiping her fingers with a wicked grin before dumping it in the small bin beside us, her eyes shining as they held mine. A grin slipped onto my face as I stared up at quite possibly the most beautiful woman on earth.
“How did I get so lucky?” Ashley whispered, her hand reaching out to stroke my cheek. “Fuck. I’ll never understand how I got you.”
A red flush crept up my neck, and I shook my head. “I can’t believe you still make me blush.”
“I’ll be making you blush for years, Gracie,” Ashley promised with a wink, taking my hand and bringing it to her lips. “For real—I love you, in a way I can’t even describe with words, you know?”
A soft smile graced my lips, my chest tightening with the love I felt for her. I opened my mouth to echo her words, but before I could, she kissed me once more—deep and slow this time—as if she couldn’t bear to stop, as if one kiss would convey everything words couldn’t.
For that small moment, nothing else mattered. Not the party I had planned down to the last piece of cutlery, not the people waiting for us, and not the ones who weren’t. Right now, it was just me and Ashley, tangled up together in a small, dimly lit coat closet.

“Let me set a scene for you,” Ashley said with a glint in her eye, commanding the crowd as she owned the stage at The Halfway, with speeches well underway. “Once upon a time, on a warm, balmy night, there was a new band playing at The Halfway called The Wiser.” Cheers erupted from her words as Todd squeezed my arm and Kat giggled beside me, knowing where this was going. “The lead singer—fuck, she was hot, and not much has changed.”
I laughed under my breath and shook my head at her over my drink.
“I had to try my luck, obviously,” Ashley said into the mic, her expressions and tone pulling our friends into the story. Some of them had heard the story before; some hadn’t. I was always deeply mortified by it, but it was funny at the same time. “I was very drunk that night. I had secured a pretty good business deal, so I came here with some friends to celebrate—to let loose. Then I saw her. Gracie Starre, lead singer of The Wiser, performing a cover of ‘I Got You Babe’ by Sonny and Cher. She had a little tambourine and everything—it was lust at first sight.”
“Ooh!” the crowd heckled and wolf-whistled, and I giggled as Kat snickered beside me.
“That’s our song, by the way,” Ashley told everyone. “I can’t look at her without hearing it. She was wearing this bohemian-looking green dress, standing up there with her wild curly hair, looking like something out of a dream. I had to have her, but you know, my game was off, considering I was drunk out of my head.”
“I love this so much,” Todd whispered to Jesse, who smirked and squeezed his arm, giving me a wink.
I spied Lennon Emery standing next to him, a wide smile on her face as she clutched the hand of international superstar Camila Bianchi. Both watched Ashley, caught up in the story, and I smiled. Thank God they had sorted their shit out.
“When their set had finished and I saw her going to the bar, I knew I had to take my chance,” Ashley told everyone, her tone conspiratorial, and I let out a loud laugh, knowing what was coming. “Back then, I still thought I was a bit of a player, so I had to play it cool. Make her seem interested without her knowing I was interested. So, of course, I said the most offensive thing possible.”
Gasps erupted, and I shook my head.
“‘Excuse me, Gracie Starre,’” Ashley said, making her voice sound alluring and sensual. “This is how I thought I sounded, by the way. I’m sure it was much more slurred.” She cleared her throat. “‘Excuse me, Gracie Starre... that dress looks amazing on you, but do you know where it would look better?’”
I bit my lip at the memory, heat coloring my cheeks.
“‘On my bedroom floor.’”
Whoops broke out among our friends as a few people groaned into their hands with secondhand embarrassment.
“I then tried to kiss her,” Ashley told everyone with an eye roll. “Idiot. Gracie’s face in that moment—I had never seen someone look so shocked. What happened next was very quick. She shoved me backward, grabbed her vodka tonic, and threw it over me before she stormed off without another word. I think she’d been having a bad night, maybe.”
“Yeah, maybe!” Jesse heckled with a snort.
“It was right then I knew Gracie Starre would be in my life.” Ashley’s eyes met mine with an intensity that had never stopped burning, and I caught my breath before a grin slipped onto her face. “I just had to do a little damage control first, you know?”
Chuckles resounded around us, and I sighed as adoration coated me. Ashley Morgan—she was everything you wanted in a partner and more. She put me on a pedestal I wasn’t sure I deserved, cheered me on when I was thriving, and picked me up when I failed. She knew how to communicate and didn’t shy away from big conversations, but most importantly, she was a rock. Immovable. It took a lot to shake her down, and I had only ever seen that happen once with her sister, but that had been years ago.
She took me as I was and helped me become the better person I am today. She lived life with a positivity I didn’t think possible for a person who had lost so much. I spent half the time in awe of her and the other half madly in love.
Even if we had had a rocky start.
“Gracie Starre, the moment you walked into my gym, I knew I had a second chance here, and it took some convincing—and a lot of my sexiest sportswear—but I finally won you over. You are... everything to me.” Ashley’s voice grew softer as she held my gaze, and I swallowed the building emotion in my throat. “I would move mountains for you if it were physically possible. I would take every bit of pain this world would throw at you, and I would wear it myself. I know that we have a huge life laid out in front of us—the world at our fingertips—and I am so honored every day that you choose to do it with me. Could you please raise your glasses to the girl of my dreams, Gracie Starre.”
Cheers and coos broke out as glasses were raised, and tears gathered in my eyes. Todd, smirking, shoved me forward.
“Get up there, golden girl,” he ordered.
I laughed and hurried up to the stage, taking Ashley’s outstretched hand and allowing her to pull me in for a kiss, to the delight of our watching audience.
“I love you,” she murmured against my mouth.
“I love you more.”
“Not possible.”
Ashley winked and handed me the microphone. I shook my head at her, squeezing her hand before looking out at everyone. I had stared out from this stage a million times at The Halfway, but it had never felt quite as monumental as this.
“Wow,” I laughed with a sigh. “I mean, how do I follow that? I thought I was supposed to be the entertainer out of the two of us.”
Ashley shrugged with that nonchalant smirk of hers, and I shook my head.
“Ashley Morgan,” I said as I cleared my throat and she squeezed my hand. “You are the definition of unforgettable. Seriously, if we looked that word up in a dictionary, Ashley’s name would be printed right underneath it.” Chuckles followed my words, and I stared adoringly at the woman beside me. “You have taught me so much—even if you don’t believe it. Over the last five years, you have made me a better person, friend... partner. I will never regret the day you came into my life—as boisterous as it was... and I will never regret walking into your gym.” I shook my head in wonder at her, ensnared in her alluring forget me not eyes.
“Get a room!” Kat called out from the crowd, and laughter followed.
“We already did,” Ashley called back, and I clapped my hand over my mouth as cheers erupted around us. I allowed her to pull me into her arms, hiding my face. “Couldn’t help myself,” she whispered in my ear before releasing me.
“A year ago, I wrote a song for her, ‘Forget Me Not,’” I told our waiting audience, who cheered in response. “It actually ended up being our most popular single. So, I’ve never been amazing at public speaking, but I’m damn good with my music. Todd, Kat?” I called out, and the two raced up from the crowd with grins.
“Yes!” someone screamed from the audience.
“This one’s for you,” I told Ashley with a smirk.
Oh, she’s got these
Wide blue eyes and this dazzling smile,
This damn big heart has me so beguiled
Every time I look at her,
I lose my mind—forgetting her would be like forgetting life…
And I said, don’t you
Forget Me Not
Her hand in mine, with our arms entwined,
She guides me home night after night
And she says, don’t you
Forget Me Not….
When she’s not around, I can’t think straight
My mind goes straight to her,
Wondering what she’s doing. And I
Wonder if this feeling will ever go away
God, I hope not—it’s the one thing that gets me up
Day after day
Oh, I know that life would never be the same…
Don’t you
Forget Me Not
And I said, don’t you
Forget Me Not
Her hand in mine, with our arms entwined,
She guides me home night after night
And she says, don’t you
Forget Me Not
Oh, I know that life would never be the same
Don’t you
Forget Me Not….
She says she needs me like she needs
Oxygen to breathe
Sometimes I wonder if she’ll ever leave me,
Forget me, remove me, find a new leading lady
Then she looks at me with those big blue eyes—
She reminds me of Forget-Me-Nots
And I know this is it for life…
And I said, don’t you
Forget Me Not
Her hand in mine, with our arms entwined,
She guides me home night after night….
And she says, don’t you
Forget Me Not
Oh, I know that life would never be the same
Don’t you
Forget Me Not
Don’t you
Forget Me Not
Don’t you
Forget Me Not
And she says, don’t you
Forget Me Not

“Did you see Camila and Lennon sneaking off earlier?” I asked Ashley as we helped the driver, Marcus, load up the trunk with the gifts we had received. “Those two could not keep their hands off each other.”
“They’ve waited long enough to be together,” Ashley said with a grin as she opened the back door and stuffed in some balloons. “This is getting crowded. Why don’t you sit up front, and I’ll squeeze in the back here? You’re going to get claustrophobic otherwise.”
I warmed at her thoughtfulness and tapped her on the ass. “Thank you.”
“What a night, ladies,” Marcus commented as he closed the trunk and ran his hand over his balding head. “Thank you for letting me join in. I quite enjoyed myself.”
“You’re welcome, Marcus,” Ashley said warmly as she squeezed his arm.
Ashley had been working with him ever since she started getting private cars, and I knew he meant more to her than just being a regular driver.
“Let’s get you two ladies home, hey?” he said as he walked to the front passenger door and opened it for me. I gave Ashley a wink before prancing off to the front seat, thankful I didn’t have to sit in the back, suffocated by balloons and whatever else was in there.
I settled in against the cool leather and let a yawn escape as Marcus closed the door and hurried around to the driver’s side. Ashley closed the back door as she settled in, slipping on her belt after fighting with a wayward balloon. I let out a laugh at the sight of her before grabbing my own belt, but it jolted and wouldn’t pull forward.
“Ash, I think my belt is stuck,” I complained loudly as Marcus got in the car, turning the engine over. “Is there anything leaning against it?”
Marcus fumbled with the stereo before hitting play on his phone, and I grinned as “I Got You Babe” started playing.
“Let me see,” Ashley murmured as she looked over and groaned. “Yeah. There’s some giant box against it; let me move it.”
Ashley unclipped herself and got out of the car. I yawned once more, trying to avoid rubbing my eyes. I didn’t need to look like a raccoon—
“Stop!”
I heard Ashley’s scream before I saw what was happening. Through the side mirror, a set of headlights blared behind us, Ashley diving out of the way. My eyes flashed to Marcus in horror as a scream left my lips—



CHAPTER 2

Back Then

Ashley
“To our ever-fearless leader, Ashley Morgan, and her insane work ethic!” Simone, one of my top trainers and friends, said with a smile as she lifted her champagne glass. “Ash, I don’t think anyone knew where your need to succeed would take us, but those hard yards in college have certainly paid off. You are officially known as the number one celebrity trainer—like, come on!”
I rolled my eyes but couldn’t keep the smile from dancing across my lips, embracing the pleasure and satisfaction that filled me as I realized I was, in fact, making my dreams come true—that I was beginning to fulfill the goals I had set all those years ago, from the very first moment I watched my mom doing her aerobics videos in the living room.
“I couldn’t do it without you guys,” I said seriously, raising my own glass. “This dream would have been impossible without all of you taking a chance on me. Morgan Fitness would not be where it is without you, so thank you.”
“To celebrating the milestones,” Guy, another friend and trainer, said with a grin. “To signing Victoria Davis—Hollywood’s current leading lady—and to looking fine the entire time you do it.”
“Cheers!”
Our glasses clinked, and I grinned at my two friends as the rest of our small team took their own sips before moving to talk among themselves. It felt good—really good. I never thought I would get this far, but Simone had been right. I had been busting my ass since college, posting workout guides and exercises online, before I finally got taken seriously—before I finally had investors come knocking.
Here I was now, running a huge fitness empire in the heart of L.A., where celebrities and “it” figures were attending my gym and raving about my workouts. I was actually doing it, and there was something both unsettling and euphoric about achieving your dreams and knowing you’re standing in the place you imagined yourself so many times before.
The back of my neck began to itch—a nervous habit I picked up when my overall happiness was consumed by dread. I worried, deep down, that this would all be taken from me, like so much in my life had already been taken. I was no stranger to amazing moments followed by tragedy, and my palms sweat at the thought.
Before I could respond, the lights on the stage dimmed, signaling the start of whoever was about to perform, and I glanced at Simone.
“Who’s performing tonight?” I asked as Guy topped up my glass.
“Some band called The Wiser,” she told me with a shrug. “They’re newish—indie, but obviously good enough to have secured a time slot at The Halfway.”
Guy ordered us a round of drinks that weren’t champagne, and I settled into the cushioned booth we sat in as the twinkle lights above us provided a warm glow. I noted a number of people heading toward the dance floor in front of the stage. Clearly, people here knew who these guys were—they were showing more eagerness for this band than for the last singer, who had just wrapped up their set.
I watched with interest as two figures headed onto the stage, a male figure settling behind some drums and a shorter female perching at a keyboard. They were shrouded in darkness before another figure took to the stage, and a spotlight hit her just as she reached the microphone. It felt as if the entire venue narrowed their focus to one point—her.
“How’s everyone doing tonight?” Her soft, sultry voice filled my ears as she grinned into the microphone, and the chorus of clapping and cheers—a few whistles—seemed to drown out the sudden roaring in my ears.
Long, light brown curls framed her face like a halo as she smiled at the audience, red lips stretched into a smile, revealing white teeth and dimples in her cheeks. The smile was infectious, and it seemed to hit me in the stomach, while soft hazel eyes looked out before her. Everything about her face screamed refinement, from her straight and delicate nose to the perfect Cupid’s bow of her lips... but her wild curls and the flowing bohemian-looking dress she wore on stage, with billowing sleeves and bare feet...
“We have a little treat for you all tonight,” she purred. “Before we get started, though, you—you know who we are, right?”
More cheering followed her words, and she laughed breathlessly, the sound rippling around me, and I found myself getting to my feet—to get closer.
“Thank God,” she said with a laugh. “That would have been awkward. You all know our drummer Todd.” The spotlight shone on him for a minute, and Todd smirked as he twirled his drumsticks in the air before giving a small riff. Feminine squeals from the front of the crowd followed. “And our beautiful, multi-talented Kat.” The spotlight moved once more, focusing on Kat, who sat at the keyboard, her brown skin shining under the light.
More cheering—more screaming.
“I’m Gracie Starre—we’re The Wiser!”
Gracie.
It felt as if The Halfway naturally moved toward the stage, the area filling fast, and I watched as they began their first song, unable to place it at first, until the iconic bounce of rhythm moved through everyone and a soft cheer erupted. I Got You Babe—but modernized, because while it sounded like the original, it wasn’t.
Gracie leaned into the mic as she sang, an easy smile on her face as she tapped the tambourine to her thigh, and her voice washed over me, all soft smoothness, pulling me under her spell—and everyone else, by the sound of it. She was captivating—breathtaking, in a way I couldn’t explain, and she had me caught.
In a way no woman had ever caught me before—no, this... this was different.
Gracie’s wild curls bounced as she moved, owning the stage in a way that showed just how wrapped up she was in the song, in her friends, and in the music. Her dress moved in swaths of material that floated and fluttered as if it were a goddamn paid actor, and I realized, as she sang, as I watched so intently, that it wasn’t just her voice, but her entire presence.
There was something so magnetic and alluring about her as she stood, tambourine in hand, while she sang, grinning at her bandmates when they came in for their parts—even Todd, his drum beats mellow as he sang, his deep voice rich and warm. Todd’s brown hair was secured into a top knot on his head, his brightly colored button-up half open, revealing a broad chest beneath it. He was broad without being overly muscled and sent panty-dropping grins to the girls in the audience. One earring dangled from his right ear, and I bit back my smirk.
The band had created their own spin on the song, the playful rattles of the tambourine controlled by Gracie as she sang along. At one point, she perched beside Kat, the two girls crooning the melodic words together, Gracie’s eyes sparkling under the lights as they smiled at each other.
Gracie was back on her feet as she glided to the microphone, moving in elegant twists as she uttered the closing lines of the song, an arm outstretched as she sang directly to someone in the audience. The way she locked eyes with the individual was so personal, creating a moment to connect—to leave a mark.
I felt it from where I stood.
The song ended to raucous cheering before they blended straight into another track, a song I didn’t recognize, but I was transfixed.
“You alright there?” Simone nudged me, and I blinked, broken from my trance as I faced my friend.
“Huh?”
Simone smirked at me and shook her head. “Oh no. Don’t fall for a musician; even your player heart wouldn’t handle that. Trust me.”
I sucked in air between my teeth and shook my head. “It’s a bad idea, right?”
“Disastrous.”
“She hasn’t taken her eyes off that stage since they started,” Guy said with a snicker as he came back to our table with a tray of shots. “I say we drink, get a little loose, and Ashley, you can shoot your shot to your heart’s content.”
I eyed him with trepidation before I grabbed the shot glass and knocked it back, blanching at the taste of tequila. Guy hurriedly shoved another one at me, and on that second drink, I decided that forgetting about that beautiful creature on stage was not an option. My reputation preceded me—Simone was right, I was a bit of a player; I struggled to settle, but I was good with women.
Setting down the glass, I smirked at my friends, rolling my shoulders. “Let’s dance.”

The glasses of champagne soon turned into a mixture of cocktails and shots as the evening wore on, everything blending together in a pleasant buzz as I celebrated with my friends and danced to the band, doing my best not to ogle Gracie—and failing miserably. The alcohol buzzing in my veins had begun to loosen the usually tight grip on my control, and I knew I was a little drunk—but I was celebrating, and it wasn’t as if I drank often.
When The Wiser finished their set and the venue DJ began to play, Simone and I trailed back to our booth, both of us laughing drunkenly while Guy shook his head at us. I took a sip of the offered water while my eyes followed Gracie Starre as she exited the stage, heading toward the bar.
She looked incredible, and I squared my shoulders, watching as she threw her head back, wild curls tumbling behind her as she laughed at something her bandmate said. The crowd seemed to part for her, as if they knew she was in a whole other league.
“Right,” I said firmly as I set down my water. “It’s my time.”
“Eh?” Simone asked as she flopped down next to Guy.
“I’m going to go meet that singer, and then I’m going to take her home with me.” I scooped up my phone, tucking it into my black dress pants, straightening the sheer burgundy top I was wearing, making sure it was still tucked in. “How’s my hair?”
“Flawless, but babe, really?” Simone looked at me. “We are sooo drunk. You have no game when you’re this loose.”
“She’s right,” Guy said with a smirk. “Don’t do it, Ash.”
I gave them both my best wink, noting the room was, in fact, tilting a little, but not enough to make me lose balance. I turned on my heel and made my way through the crowd, weaving between bodies, my eyes never leaving her as she leaned over the bar, calling out her order. The angles of her face were highlighted under the dim lighting, and I watched as she smiled at something the bartender said.
Breathtaking.
Focus, I told myself firmly. You’ve done this a million times, and it will end up as it always does—her coming home with me. End of story.
I paused behind her, allowing my cocky smirk to slide onto my face as I reached out to tap her shoulder. “Excuse me, Gracie Starre,” I said, my voice coming out a little deeper, huskier. I had definitely worked my allure, because Gracie slowly turned, looking at me with those enchanting hazel eyes, curiosity flickering across her face.
“Hi,” she said, her tone a little high as she looked at me, a nervous smile on her face as her eyes flickered between her friend at the bar and me.
Fuck, she was so beautiful.
Something happened from that moment on, like a switch flicked in my brain and shut off all reasonable conversation and mental capacity, because the words that fell out of my mouth next were purely alcohol-fueled and definitely not my best work.
“That dress looks amazing on you,” I breathed, leaning in a little as my grin turned wicked, and she blinked at me. “Do you know where it would look better?” I murmured, reaching out to play with one of the frayed ends of the billowing sleeves.
Gracie frowned.
“On my bedroom floor.”
The words spilled out of my mouth before I could stop them, and I was in some sort of frozen state as my mind screamed at me—screamed at my mouth and its lack of filter. No—this wasn’t what I had wanted to say at all. But my mind and my body apparently weren’t communicating, because I did something far worse than utter those stupid words.
I leaned in to kiss her, my drunken confidence pushing me forward without a second thought. It was stupid, impulsive, and reckless, and I knew it was a bad idea as I moved.
Gracie’s reaction, though, was faster. Her hand shot out as a look of disgust crossed her face, and she shoved me backward. I stumbled, the alcohol not helping my balance as I tried to regain my footing.
I barely had time to register the cold splash of liquid that hit me in the face, dripping down my chin and neck. Vodka tonic—I could smell it. The icy liquid seeped into my shirt, clinging to my skin, and I froze, stunned, struggling to process what had just happened.
Gracie didn’t say a word—she turned on her heel with a grunt and stormed off, dragging her friend with her. The bar had gone quiet, people either looking away or avoiding eye contact, secondhand embarrassment rippling through them all. I blinked down at myself before a hand landed on my shoulder, and Simone stood before me.
“I think she was having a bad night,” I said—slurred—while Simone snickered under her breath, shaking her head at me.
“Oh, honey,” she wheezed as she led me away. “Time to go home, I think.”
“Agreed,” Guy’s voice chimed in beside us as he smirked. “The car’s on its way. Let’s go.”
We made to vacate the venue, and I spied Gracie off to the side, hurriedly speaking to the drummer, Todd, his hand clamped over his mouth, his eyes alight with amusement. She gestured wildly at him, her sleeves billowing and that wild halo of hair still dancing around her. As my friends led me out of The Halfway, sticky from vodka tonic and reeling from the aftermath of my terrible pickup line, I decided that couldn’t be it.
There was no way I just fucked that up so badly.
Jesus.



CHAPTER 3

Ashley

Right Now
When I was sixteen, my parents died in a car accident.
It wasn’t something I talked about often, even with Gracie, but the details were always there—the memory like a scab I couldn’t stop picking at—a wound that never healed, just festered, coming to the surface so randomly at times: in the middle of the day, the middle of a task, the middle of a conversation.
One moment I’m sitting in the back of my parents’ Jeep, laughing and making up ridiculous haikus as they drove me toward my fitness camp... and the next, we’re flying, sliding, and then I’m trapped, pinned by a suitcase and my mother’s chair, listening to the labored breaths of my parents as they died slowly in front of me.
"An adventure," my father had declared grandly when I received my enrollment kit. A forty-two-hour road trip to summer camp, where I would be doing what I loved most—training, learning, and becoming the fitness guru I dreamed of being. My older sister, Hannah, had begged, whined, and pleaded to stay home, her voice full of disdain and disgust at the idea of traveling with us.
So it had just been me, Mom, and Dad.
We made something as mundane as driving into something so fun that the happier memories clung to me just as tightly as the bad ones, and on my good days, I could focus on those, pushing the darker ones aside.
We stopped at every possible roadside attraction—the weirder, the better. We ate bad food at roadside diners and made up stupid haikus, running a competition for who could come up with the most ridiculous one. It was Dad’s that took the cake, and I remembered it word for word:
"Pizza in the sky,
Penguins can’t tap dance on the moon,
Cows can’t ride a bike."
It sounded so stupid now, yet we had all found it hilarious at the time, and I carried it with me—a reminder to loosen up and have a laugh, to not take things so seriously. His carefree face flashed through my mind for half a second—that easygoing grin—and my heart clenched painfully at the memory of them.
We had stayed in this one motel—the kind of place you’d see in a horror movie, where you just knew every resident was going to be slaughtered by the time the film finished. Flickering neon signs and a manager who looked like a withered-up old potato, sitting at a dingy desk with a half burnt out cigarette hanging from his lips.
We had laughed about it the following day as we piled into the car, joking about how we had barely escaped with our lives after staying there. Mom had teased that if the creepy hotel guy didn’t murder us, then we would have caught some deadly infection from the filthy bathrooms.
I had thought how awful it would have been if Hannah had come—she would have made that motel stay a lot less fun than it had been. We settled into an easy day of driving, telling more lame jokes and rattling off silly haikus. As we neared camp, I had been ready to separate from my parents.
But then, a truck veered into our lane.
I flinched as the sound of tires screeching filled my ears, my heart rattling in my chest, the way everything lurched to the left, and then that horrific sensation of falling. We rolled once—that’s how I became pinned—and we ended up stuck on a cliff face. I saw the truck go right over it. My memory of what happened to the driver is foggy, but I’m pretty sure he died.
I struggled, trying to free myself, listening to my parents' gasping breaths as I screamed and cried in the backseat, begging for someone to help. They hadn’t been able to speak. Dad died first; he just went lifeless, still—the gasping stopped. Mom went soon after, and I was stuck in the car with my dead parents for two hours until help came.
There was no healing from a memory like that—there was just living. Acknowledging that the pain existed and moving on from it, going about my day until it popped back up again.
It happened again, I thought, my mind snapping back to the scene from tonight—the familiar screech of tires, a sound that usually had carnage and screaming following soon after. The cold air of the hospital bit into my skin as the nurse worked quietly on my leg, stitching the gash from my fall.
The noise of the emergency room echoed around me, but it was like I was underwater—everything muffled and distant, the roaring in my ears taking precedence. My vision blurred as fresh tears filled my eyes—eyes that had been locked on a mark on the polished white floor for the last twenty minutes, my mind replaying the accident over and over.
Gracie.
The instant the car hit ours and I went flying, feeling my skin shred on the road as I landed, everything went white. A buzzing started in my ears, my body screaming in pain, but my eyes were fixated on one thing—Gracie. My Gracie, who wasn’t buckled in—her scream ripped through me, and I sucked in a sharp breath at the terror.
That image of her body being flung from the car, right through the windshield, flying across the road and landing like a rag doll, as if she weighed nothing. I nearly threw up at the sound her body made when it hit the ground. It replayed over and over in my mind, as if in slow motion, hell-bent on drawing out my torture.
I stumbled to my feet, blood rushing down my leg as I limped over to her, screaming—crying out her name, barely registering Marcus slumped over the wheel in the driver’s seat. People began to flood into the street, drawn by the noise. I just had to get to her—to touch her—I had to make sure she was still breathing...
Her skin was so cold. She wasn’t moving.
“I’m almost done.” The gentleness of the nurse’s voice broke through the haze of my thoughts, and I blinked at her, licking my dry lips. “You’re doing great.”
I couldn’t muster the words to answer her—I couldn’t even nod. My mind kept dragging me back to the road outside The Halfway, to Gracie’s scream, the screeching of tires, the colliding metal as the car hit ours, the shattering glass of taillights, and the thud of Gracie’s body.
I feel as if I’m back in that moment, reliving it second by second. The hesitant way I placed a hand under her nose to feel for air, pressing two fingers to her throat in search of a pulse, my heart screaming and my lungs tight as I felt it—faintly.
The world around me dissolved into complete and utter chaos—sirens filled the streets as they came closer and closer, people shouting not to touch Gracie, not to move her in case of injuries. Then, suddenly, she was being pulled away from me, strapped down onto a stretcher, hooked up to machines in the back of the ambulance.
I sat beside her, words failing me as I took in her scratched and cut-up face, the split in her lip, the swelling of her eye, as the paramedic called out a bunch of things I didn’t understand to the driver. He eyed the cut on my leg and deemed it non-urgent, which was fine with me.
I needed his attention on her.
My heart had been hollowed out by complete fear. What if she didn’t make it? After everything we had been through together, what if this was it? Was this the end? Tears spilled over, hot and heavy, streaming down my face as I choked on a sob, failing in my pretense of strength.
I felt the nurse’s hand on my arm, her touch almost hesitant as she bit her lip. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, her eyes full of pity. “Your leg is done. I’ll see if I can get you an update from the doctor. Wait here.”
Pressing my face into my hands, I let the tears flow, let the emptiness consume me for that moment, my heart racing as I waited. Waiting for that moment when someone would come over and tell me she’s gone, that it’s done. She didn’t make it. What then? How do I survive a life after Gracie Starre?
I couldn’t—she—she was everything to me.
“Ash?” Camila’s panicked voice caught my attention, and I looked up to see her running over to me, a distressed looking Lennon in tow. Todd, Jesse, and Kat rounded the corner at the same instant, and I let out a gasp of relief. “What happened? Are you—your leg!”
“You cannot be back here!”
“There was—a car hit us,” I choked out. “Gracie’s belt was—was stuck. I got out to f-fix it, and out of nowhere... out of nowhere...” I trailed off as my mind caught hold of me again. The screeching of tires, Gracie’s scream as she realized what was coming for her... the sound of fucking Sonny and Cher playing from the stereo.
“Where’s Gracie?” Kat gasped with a cry as she held her hand over her face. “Is she—is she—where is she?”
“They took her,” I cried as my will collapsed and the tears flooded. “No one’s telling me anything! I don’t know where she is or what’s happening! She wasn’t breathing—they got a rhythm, and then she was gone. I—I—oh fuck!”
Camila gathered me in her arms as I broke down, agony ripping through me, the sight of Gracie’s lifeless body just rolling around my mind on repeat. Kat’s cries echoed my own as Lennon covered her face. Todd gripped Jesse’s arm, his face pale and his lips thin as he registered what was being said, and I found myself as a sixteen year old again.
Watching the life I knew slide away from my grasp, and I was powerless to stop it.

“Miss Morgan?”
The sound of my name filtered through the fog in my mind, faint and distant. I frowned, feeling cold leather pressed against my cheek, my neck twisted at an awkward angle.
“Ashley Morgan?”
I squinted, opening my eyes, blinking as the bright fluorescent lights temporarily blinded me. My body felt stiff, my muscles sore, and my leg throbbed—a sharp, stabbing pain shooting up it and into my hip as I swung myself upright. My stomach churned as I tried to collect myself. Kat stirred behind me in the other chair, and Todd sat up on the floor.
Camila groaned as she cracked her back, and Lennon continued to snore beside her, completely out of it.
“Miss Morgan?”
I turned my head and saw a figure standing a few feet away, watching me with tired eyes. I blinked at his bright blue scrubs and orange clogs, registering who he was, and scrambled to my feet, cursing the pain in my leg as I stumbled over.
Those bright orange clogs caught my eye again, completely out of place against the sterile white floor and blue scrubs, which washed out his already pale, exhaustion-worn skin. Deep, tired lines were etched into his face, and he rubbed his nose. My eyes tracked the movement.
“I’m Dr. Boyd,” he greeted, his voice low. “You’re here for Gracie Starre?”
More people got to their feet behind me. I felt an arm go around my shoulders—Todd at my side—as Kat leaned into me. Camila approached, standing at my right, her hand gripping my arm. I felt grounded by their support, suddenly not feeling so cold and exposed in this void of an environment.
My knees shook as I searched the doctor’s face, desperate for a clue as to what he was about to tell me. I couldn’t figure it out, so I nodded, that familiar buzzing returning in my ears as I clenched my fists at my sides.
“Gracie’s condition is critical, but stable—for now, let’s start with that.”
The air rushed out of my lungs. Kat let out a weak gasp, her hand going to her eyes. I felt Todd tremble beside me. Camila’s grip on my arm tightened.
Dr. Boyd took a measured breath before continuing. “We had to take some measures to relieve the pressure on her brain. When she made impact with the windshield, and then hit her head on the ground, it caused significant swelling.”
My throat tightened. “Her brain?”
“We performed a procedure called a ventriculostomy—it’s the least invasive option we had.”
“What does it mean?” Kat asked, her voice shaking.
Dr. Boyd took another steadying breath, gesturing with his hands as he spoke. “We made a small hole in her skull and inserted a catheter into the ventricles of her brain to drain out the cerebrospinal fluid. That helps relieve the pressure and allows us to monitor her intracranial pressure.”
He paused for a moment, as if letting all those big words sink in before continuing.
“It is minimally invasive, and so far, it’s showing good signs. We were able to manage the swelling. For now, she’s been placed in a medically induced coma to give her brain time to heal a little longer, but I’m not keen on keeping her under for long. We’ll keep monitoring her progress and make decisions as we go from there, okay?”
I swallowed, struggling to find my voice. “B-besides the swelling and brain... holes—um—everything else, is she okay?”
Dr. Boyd smiled—a real one—and a small part of me let out a sigh of relief. “She is a very lucky woman. She has some cuts and bruises, two black eyes, and a sprained wrist, but no broken bones. Her scans came back clear for internal bleeding. Honestly, the biggest concern was the swelling in her brain. She will need time to heal, and we’ll know a lot more once she’s actually awake. But for now, she’s alive, and we need to stay optimistic, okay?”
She’s alive.
It was as if his words finally registered, and the air sagged out of me. Todd kept me upright as I buried my face in my hands, tears of true relief escaping my eyes. I struggled to breathe. I could hardly register Camila’s whispered “Thank God,” Todd’s shaky breaths, and Kat’s sobs.
It was all too much. Too overwhelming.
Gracie was alive—she had a tube in her brain and was in a coma, but she was living. My chest ached as I clutched my mouth.
“She’s alive,” I whimpered into my hands. “C-c-can I see her? I—I need to see her.”
Dr. Boyd nodded. “I can take you to see her. Only you. She’s in intensive care right now.”
I nodded frantically and inched forward, my mind in a haze as I followed the doctor and his bright orange shoes through the corridor, my bare feet padding along the cold tiles behind him. I breathed in deeply, recoiling at the sterile disinfectant odor of the hospital. The smell took me back, and it took everything within me not to crumble and remain in this moment.
Gracie was alive.
After rounding a few corners, we entered the intensive care unit, and my breath caught as Dr. Boyd walked me to a large glass door. Gracie lay in the hospital bed in front of me, tubes coming out of her mouth, IVs in her arm, and an array of monitors surrounding her. A huge bandage was wrapped around her head, and tears filled my eyes at the sight of her looking so fragile and broken.
I swallowed and looked at the doctor. “How—how long will she be in a coma?”
“The duration depends,” he said with a heavy sigh. “The severity of the injury, the extent of the swelling, and how she responds to treatment. We don’t want to keep her under for too long; that can bring its own complications. The purpose of the coma is to reduce the intracranial pressure. We want to allow the brain time to heal without the added stress of conscious thought. We’ll monitor her and decide when we think the time is right.”
I licked my chapped lips and nodded, my eyes fixed on Gracie.
“Do you want to go in?” he asked gently. “You can sit with her.”
I must have nodded, because he was already opening the door and ushering me inside, gesturing for me to sit in the chair beside the bed. My emotions caught in my throat as I took her in up close, unable to believe this moment was real, that it was happening right now. How had I gone from celebrating our engagement, from making love in a storage closet, to sitting vigil by her bedside while she recovered from brain trauma?
Dr. Boyd left the room, and I turned in the chair, my hand finding hers. I let out a weak sob as I rested my head on the bed beside her.
Her face looked peaceful, serene even. Usually, when she slept, there was a small frown on her face, as if even lost in the abyss of her dreams, she was still deep in thought. Right now, not one frown marred her face. It was blank, expressionless. I sniffed, pressed my lips to her hand, and put my head down as the machines beeped steadily around us.
“I’ve got you, Gracie,” I vowed, clearing my throat. “I’ve got you.”

It had been three days since the accident, and I hadn’t left Gracie’s room for the duration of her stay. I had ensured she got the best treatment possible, pouring money into her care and comfort—I didn’t give a shit. I was lucky enough to afford it, and I didn’t want anything compromising her recovery.
The sterile hospital stench had settled into my skin by now, that common blend of stale air and disinfectant almost familiar to my nose as I breathed heavily, scrolling through my phone, arching my back in the uncomfortable chair. This room and the constant hum and beeps of the machines around us had become the backing track to my life—I’d even been showering in Gracie’s private bathroom.
Our friends had been coming in shifts, their hands laden with food for me, flowers, cards, and balloons, which now littered the small space, every available surface covered. Their visits were often accompanied by soft words of support, and I appreciated it, I really did. But none of it mattered.
Not the flowers or the balloons, not even the endless pinging notifications that flooded mine and Gracie’s phones until I muted them. News of the accident had spread like wildfire across social media, fans posting videos of themselves freaking out.
I swallowed as I hovered over the announcement The Wiser’s team had posted on FLIX yesterday, confirming the accident and working hard to assure their fans that the upcoming tour wasn’t canceled—yet. There just wasn’t enough information to make a call like that, and I was leaving it all in the band’s hands—and Gracie’s when she woke up.
My eyes flicked to her bed, her small form slightly upright, the drains coming out of her skull making my stomach turn. I would never unsee this image of her so fragile and lifeless, her face battered, and bruises—awful bruises—on her arms. When the nurse came in to give her a sponge bath, I gasped at the violent red marks on her hips and ribs.
All I found myself doing now was watching the steady rise and fall of her chest, reminding myself that she was still here and still breathing.
I blinked back the tears.
“Ashley.”
Dr. Boyd’s voice filled the room as he walked in, an almost infant-looking doctor trailing behind him, iPad in hand, white coat pristine. This was a teaching hospital—I knew that—but the baby faces on these kids, compared to their more senior doctors, made my stomach turn.
“Dr. Boyd,” I greeted, clearing my throat and setting down my phone, rubbing a hand over my exhausted eyes.
Those familiar orange clogs of his tapped against the white floors, and I had to look away from the brightness of them, my eyes aching. I always looked at those shoes, and I didn’t understand why.
“So, we have some good news,” he told me, looking more rested than when he first performed her surgery. He was even smiling today. “The swelling has gone down—amazingly so. The drains have done their job, and we’re seeing great signs of improvement. We’re going to look at drain removal and start bringing her out of sedation.”
My heart leapt at his words, and I glanced back at Gracie before looking at him. “Oh my God,” I whispered as I got to my feet. “She’s—she’s really going to be okay?”
“Physically, it’s looking really promising,” Dr. Boyd told me with a relaxed smile. “We won’t know much else until she wakes up, and we can start doing other tests, checking her cognitive function and everything like that—but I am very optimistic. This is one of those cases that has just blown me away—I usually get the opposite outcome from accidents like this.”
A shaky breath passed my lips as my chest tightened, and unshed tears welled in my eyes. “Thank you so much,” I cried, gripping my neck. “I—I honestly don’t know what I would do without her.”
Dr. Boyd smiled at me before checking his watch quickly. “It won’t be immediate, just realize that. The drains will come out, and she will be on light sedation. She won’t be doing much—saying much—and honestly, she won’t be fully present. We need to monitor her after the drain removal before we begin the process of fully bringing her out. It’s not quick.”
I nodded frantically and wiped my eyes. “Do whatever you have to do—I’m not going anywhere.”
“Okay,” Dr. Boyd said, that smile still on his face. “We’ll be doing it tomorrow morning—so I’ll see you then, okay?”
I nodded and watched as he floated from the room, his wide-eyed student following behind. I let out a soft cry of relief, turning to face Gracie once more, my hand going to hers, running my thumb over her engagement ring. I had put it back on her as soon as they had given me her belongings.
The vibrating phone on the table beside Gracie’s bed caught my attention, and my smile shifted to a glower as I saw Laura calling me once again. Ever since the news had broken, she hadn’t stopped calling, and I kept letting it go to voicemail. I knew it was wrong—I knew she deserved to see her daughter—but I just hadn’t had it in me.
I didn’t have the patience to sit through her drama while my nerves were so frayed, and I was on the verge of a breakdown.
I bit my lip and sighed, rubbing my face. Gracie would want them here—regardless of the shit they pulled—and with her about to wake up, I swiped my phone and answered, bracing myself.
“Ashley!” Laura snarled down the line, her tone cold and clipped. “Why the hell didn’t you answer the phone? How dare you let us find out about this from some cheap news article online—from social media!”
I winced and rubbed my temples, a headache forming behind my eyes as I sat down. “Things have been chaotic, Laura. I was focused on Gracie.”
“We’re her family, Ashley!” she spat, her words venomous, and I resisted the urge to snort. “This is unacceptable.”
“Well, you probably would have known about it if you’d come to the engagement party.” The words slipped out before I could stop them, and I mentally kicked myself.
“We’re coming to the hospital!” Laura snapped, ignoring my comment as I knew she would—because Laura could never face an uncomfortable truth when it was handed to her.
The line went dead before I could respond, and I stared at the phone in disgust. A light tap on the door had me turning to see Kat standing there, two coffees in hand. Her hair was pulled into two space buns on her head, and she wore bright blue overalls with a hot pink shirt underneath, bringing a vibrant burst of color into the cold room.
“That sounded like Laura Starre,” she murmured with an eye roll, walking over and handing me a cup.
“She’s on her way,” I said grimly, taking a sip of the coffee and closing my eyes.
“Fun.” Kat sighed, glancing at Gracie, her brow furrowed. “How is she?”
My mood brightened, and I smiled. “She’s getting the drains taken out tomorrow morning, and then they’ll start slowly waking her up.”
“Oh, that’s amazing!” Kat whisper-shouted, clapping her hands over her mouth. “Fuck—I didn’t expect—she’s really going to be okay?”
“He said, obviously, they’ll know more once she’s actually awake and they can run more tests, but I mean, Jesus—I really thought—”
“I know,” Kat said softly, rubbing my shoulder and giving me a weak grin. “Me too.”
My mind drifted back to the call with Laura and her anger. She was justified, I guess. Gracie was her daughter, but Laura hadn’t behaved like a mother in a long time, and she and Gracie hadn’t been on speaking terms before all of this. She’d said some pretty horrible shit to Gracie when we announced the engagement.
Maybe their rift would heal. No one should be deprived of that chance.
I sat beside Gracie in her private room, anxiety eating at me. Her family... I did not get along with them at all. And it hadn’t been for lack of trying either. I had tried my hardest to win them over, but I got nothing. In their eyes, I was the reason Gracie had turned down a law degree and the chance to work at her father’s firm—even though she had done that an entire year before meeting me.
It hurt Gracie.
She had always been close with her family, but when she took a new path in life, it had rocked them all. I wasn’t quite sure what agitated them so much about her pursuing music—she was thriving, her band had a national tour coming up... and she could have done worse than me. I was a self-made millionaire with a strong fitness empire beneath my feet.
For whatever reason, they rejected the notion. Although their ties to Holy Revival certainly played a part in their rejection, in my opinion.
They used any opportunity they could to bring up Gracie’s ex-boyfriend. The two had dated for three years after she graduated high school. Gracie hadn’t really faced her sexuality until she moved out of her parents’ home and chased something else—she just wasn’t sure what she was chasing at the time. Once she was out from their suffocation, she found herself.
She found me.
Now they were on their way here in all their overwhelming glory, and I dug my nails into my palms as I eyed Gracie in the bed, tugging my lip between my teeth. Hopefully, when she woke up, she wouldn’t be too upset that I had brought them here.
I mean, there isn’t a guidebook on what to do when your fiancée is thrown from a car and suffers head trauma.
I had been given time to regain my bearings after the accident. I had collected myself, knowing I would need to be a pillar of strength when she woke, and I needed to be on my game when these idiots showed up as well.
My mind shifted to Marcus. He was recovering well, suffering from a broken leg and a few cracked ribs. The only comfort I could find was that no one had died in this whole ordeal—not even the stupid driver who had hit us. We quickly learned he had been under the influence and had just robbed a service station before plowing into us.
I heard their voices in the hall before they even reached the room, and I sucked in a breath as I eyed Kat, dread filling me. “I am so exhausted... I’m not sure if I have the energy for this.”
“Don’t let them get to you,” Kat told me hurriedly. “Let them do what they always do, and they’ll be gone before you know it.”
The door swung open before I could respond, and a blonde bob attached to the head of Laura Starre marched in, bouncing with each step, pastel clothes perfectly pressed and matching, despite the situation—the reason behind her being here. Kurt strode in behind her in his usual stiff button-down shirt, his expression unreadable. Narelle walked in a little more quietly, with her pin-straight brown hair and blank face.
She looked rigid and uncomfortable, and her eyes met mine—she was the only one who looked at me.
“Ash—”
“Oh Kurt!” Laura’s sob filled the room as she clapped a hand over her mouth, and I realized just how jarring it would be to see Gracie—with her black eyes and cuts and bruises. It would be horrific for anyone... but for a mother and her daughter...
Kurt placed a steady hand on his wife’s shoulders, puffing out his cheeks as he cleared his throat. “She’s alive.”
Whether the words were meant for Laura or to comfort himself by saying it out loud, I wasn’t sure. Narelle was silent at the end of the bed, as usual.
I swallowed.
Laura reached out, brushing a strand of hair from Gracie’s face, her chin quivering as her painted lips tipped downward. She sniffed and shook her head. Kurt whispered quietly into her ear, and Narelle looked down, her nails tapping along the plastic foot of the bed.
I felt like an outsider suddenly, in a room that should have been mine to control. Kat squeezed my arm gently, giving me a weak smile. No one looked to me, no one asked what happened, how it happened, or how she was doing. It felt like the final nail in the coffin for me. It didn’t matter how long I had been part of their daughter’s life; I was never going to be seen as truly part of it by them.
“We should have been told sooner,” Laura said, her voice quieter but no less accusatory.
“I’m sorry.”
She didn’t respond, didn’t deign to. Her hand shook as her eyes ran over Gracie, up and down, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. For the briefest of moments, I did feel a pang of sympathy for her. As awful as Laura could be, and despite how much she hated me, she loved Gracie.
It just sucked that she was so wrapped up in her own expectations of who Gracie should be.
I shook my head and backed away, sinking into the chair as I let them have their moment. My eyes felt so heavy, and my head thudded. I silently sipped my coffee as Kat kept her hand on my shoulder, my eyes remaining on the love of my life, trapped in that bed.
The only thing that mattered now was that she was waking up, and maybe this was a wake-up call for her parents, her mother especially. Maybe this would put a foot in her ass and help remove the stick from it. Either way, Gracie would be awake soon, and this nightmare would be over.



CHAPTER 4

Back Then

Ashley
Gracie Starre stood in the doorway of the training room, a look of annoyance on her face as she surveyed the space. Well, me, specifically. As soon as I’d seen her name on Rex’s timetable, I’d made him trade me—I’d given up sessions coaching some new big thing in the movie world to get time with Gracie, and I wasn’t about to blow it.
I eyed the curly-haired beauty standing in the doorway, her hair pulled into a bushy bun, tendrils falling loose and dancing around her face. She wore a pale pink crop top and matching shorts, her white socks riding past her ankles, and her feet stuffed into brand-new trainers. She wasn’t unfit by any definition, but she wanted to tone and build some muscle.
I could help her do that—maybe she’d forgive my moronic actions in the process.
Her hazel eyes regarded me warily. “Where’s Rex?”
“Schedule adjustments,” I told her with a smirk, crossing my arms. “You’re stuck with me, I’m afraid.”
She blew out air between her lips and shook her head. “You know what? I’m good.”
“Hey, look,” I said quickly, taking a few steps forward. “I’m sorry. What I did the other night at The Halfway—that was messed up. Not my proudest moment. I swear I’m not usually such a—”
“Sleaze?” Gracie interjected with a guarded look. “I expected that kind of behavior from some of the men who frequent that place.”
I nodded, pursing my lips. “I’m not proud—in fact, I’m disgusted. I really do apologize for how I acted. This place is my life. My business. My passion. I can promise you professionalism, and I’ll help you meet your fitness goals.” With a side of trying to woo you very discreetly.
Gracie pressed her lips together, her eyes flashing with thought as her brows knitted. “Fine. I’ll give you a shot.”
Thank fuck.
“Great!” I said with a bright smile, then looked down at the device in my hands. “So, you won the competition—congratulations. A free year here at Morgan Studios and a weekly one-on-one session with a personal trainer—me.”
“Don’t you own the business?” Gracie asked as she walked farther into the room, dumping her bag. “Don’t you have more important things to do than train some newbie?”
Well, she had me there. I had about fifty thousand things I needed to get done, but I could carve out an hour a week to make this girl like me. I didn’t know what it was about Gracie Starre, but even with a sober mind, I knew I wanted her. She had this… air about her. Like she knew everything… and the way she moved on stage… her infectious smiles… her talent—she was it.
“A sweetener on the prize,” I told her with an easy laugh. “So, you prefilled the form with some fitness goals. Toned and tight?”
Gracie flushed and shrugged. “Well, yeah. I’m a little bit soft around the edges at the moment, and I need to work on my cardio to keep up on stage with setlists. I’ve been, uh, just trying to survive the last year. I need to get myself back on track.”
Intriguing. I made a mental note to figure out what the hell that meant later—when she liked me more.
“Well, we can definitely do it,” I assured her, pocketing the device. “I’ve set up a little fitness test here just to see where you’re at, and I’ll give you an induction to the gym. Then we can discuss diet and exercise frequency. Sound good?”
“Yeah,” Gracie said with a nod, her shoulders relaxing slightly.
I walked her through the exercises: five minutes walking on the treadmill and then two minutes running, followed by ten sit-ups, ten push-ups, and ten burpees. She eyed the treadmill with trepidation before stepping on it, and I hit start, pulling out the device and filling in the rest of the information as Gracie began her walk.
She smelled good—whatever she wore was sweet, an essence of vanilla and something else I couldn’t quite place. I kept my eyes firmly on the device to avoid checking her out because that was a real possibility. I had to build some trust here after my previous shithouse behavior.
She held her own, though; I was glad she wasn’t letting me get away with it.
It gave me a challenge, and it excited me.
When her walk was up, I increased the speed, and she began her jog, her cheeks already flushed as I watched her carefully. I could tell she was running out of steam by the one-minute mark—her breaths were heavier, and her movements were a little sluggish, which was totally normal for someone who didn’t run often.
“One minute to go,” I coached her firmly. “You can do it.”
“Fuck,” she huffed under her breath, and I could see her contemplating holding the bars in front of her.
“You can do it,” I encouraged. “Thirty seconds—don’t touch those bars unless you think you’re going to fall off. Come on—fifteen seconds. Eyes ahead and don’t look down. Good—five seconds, and four... three... two... one.”
I slowed the treadmill back to a walk, and Gracie panted as she rushed to get her feet to match the belt. I handed her the towel she’d left on her bag, and she took it gratefully, dabbing her face and brushing her loose curls back.
“Okay,” she gasped. “I am really unfit.”
I let out a small laugh as she cooled down, plugging the information I needed into her profile. “You did really well. We’ll have you running ten minutes without stopping in no time.”
She looked at me with disbelief. “Seriously? I nearly died with two.”
“We build up to it, Gracie,” I told her with a grin, admiring her hazel eyes as they flashed at me. “You’ll have your sessions with me, and then you’ll need to commit some of your own time to fill in the gaps.”
She swallowed and nodded, her cheeks red from the exertion of her run.
I stopped the treadmill and looked at her. “Time for push-ups.”

I was so fucked.
Gracie stood in front of me, facing the mirror with a barbell on her back, five-kilo weights on each side, as she lowered into a squat while I spotted her. Her legs trembled as she worked through the last set, and I tried desperately to keep my eyes off her beautiful ass and actually monitor her form.
She was starting to thaw a little, to my relief, and had even given me a half smile, so I knew I was on track to winning her favor. I just wondered how I would get us out of the gym, but it was too early for that. I had to build a friendship with her here if she was going to see me outside of this place.
“You’re done,” I told her with a clap. “Good job. Your form really improved from the first set.”
“Thanks,” she huffed as she set the bar back onto the smith machine. She leaned down and picked up her towel and water bottle, wiping her skin before bringing the bottle to her lips and taking two long swigs. I swallowed as a few drops missed her mouth, splashing down her neck and slowly trailing down her chest...
Fucking hell.
“That was the longest hour of my life,” she said as she caught her breath. “My entire body is so sore.”
“Well, we have an on-site spa and sauna,” I told her with my most professional smile. “Your prize did include six spa sessions. Use them wisely.”
“So tempting,” she groaned, “but I have a gig tonight. I need to get home and get ready.”
“Back at The Halfway?” I asked casually, my stomach fluttering. I’d been invited to an event there tonight.
“Yeah,” she said with a grin. “The Halfway is a regular spot for us. Coveted, really. We got lucky to snag it when we did, considering we haven’t been around that long.”
“I do hear it’s the place to be in the music world,” I murmured, my hands tingling. “I’m actually going to be there tonight.”
“Oh?” Gracie asked, her eyes widening only a fraction.
“Yeah, a birthday. So... I guess I’ll see you there.”
“I guess you will,” Gracie said quietly, her eyes unreadable before she turned to pack her bag. “Maybe you’ll use a better pickup line tonight.”
Oh? My brain switched on immediately as Gracie slung her bag over her shoulder, a coy smile on her lips as she walked toward the door while I stood there, unable to conjure a simple sentence. All I could do was watch as she disappeared from view, not turning around to look back at all... How did she play it so cool?
Was she joking with me? Poking fun at how we met? Or was she flirting with me?
Was it an invitation to try again?
My phone buzzed in my hand, cutting off my frantic thoughts, and I glanced down at the text from my estranged sister, Hannah. The message was blunt and to the point:
H - Memorial this Sunday. Usual place. Same time.
It felt as if a cold bucket of water had been dumped over me, dousing all the good feelings I’d had and instead latching onto me, as if it would drag me through the ground. I knew the memorial was coming up—the anniversary. I just... I hadn’t spoken to Hannah since last year’s, after she’d lost it on me and blamed their deaths on me.
I sucked in a breath as I suddenly transformed back into a screaming sixteen-year-old, stuck on the side of a cliff, watching her parents die. My hands shook, and my breaths came short as I doubled over, my hands bracing on my knees while my chest tightened, tears pricking my eyes as the raw agony I buried deep within me every morning erupted to the surface.
“Sorry, I forgot my sweater—oh! Ashley, are you okay?”
Gracie’s voice went from light to frantic as her trainer-clad feet rushed over, her hand going to my upper back. I clutched my knees like they were the only thing keeping me grounded, tears clouding my vision as I remained trapped in the hellish memory, unsure if the ragged gasps filling my ears were mine or those of my dying parents.
“Hey—hey—hey, just breathe,” Gracie said gently as she came to my level. “Ashley? Hey, look at me,” she ordered. Her hand went to my chin, and she lifted my head, my eyes locking on her dazzling hazel irises. “Deep breaths,” she urged calmly, her pink lips forming the words carefully as she moved me to stand upright. Gracie took my hand and pressed it against her chest before placing her own over mine, steadying my thundering heart.
Breathe, I ordered myself desperately.
“Breathe with me,” Gracie whispered, taking a deep breath as my hand rose with hers, and I struggled to mirror it. “In... two... three... four—and out... two... three... four. There we go... breathe. Now, tell me three things you can see in this room.”
My ears roared as my heart pounded, and I found my free hand clutching Gracie’s as I tried to ground myself with her words, my eyes darting around the room.
“Treadmill,” I gasped out before sucking in a lungful of air. “B-bike. W-weights.”
“Good,” Gracie said softly with a reassuring smile. “Tell me three things you can hear.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat and closed my eyes, the roaring ebbing away as the sounds of the building returned to me. “Music. Weight machines. My breathing.”
“Now,” Gracie whispered, “move three body parts.”
I lifted one leg at a time, carefully, before rolling my neck and taking a steady breath. The pounding in my chest had eased, and tears had pooled but hadn’t fallen. I continued to hold Gracie’s hand against my chest while she clutched mine, and I swallowed as I took in the gravity of the situation—this was not something I wanted to talk about.
Yet, it invited so many questions.
“Are you okay?” Gracie asked gently, her brow furrowed and a look of… pity deep in her eyes. I immediately withdrew. I’d spent years being on the receiving end of that look, and I didn’t need it again, especially from her of all people.
“Yeah, uh,” I cleared my throat and stepped back, our hands dropping. “You know, my monthly electric bill—gave me quite the scare. I’m good.”
Fuck, you sound like such an idiot.
Gracie bit her lip and awkwardly toyed with her arm. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“My electricity bill?” I teased, trying to mask my humiliation.
“Ashley,” Gracie sighed, a hint of frustration in her voice. “You don’t have to pretend like everything is okay when it obviously isn’t. It’s not healthy.”
My skin prickled, and my tongue felt like lead in my mouth. I felt exposed and vulnerable under her penetrating gaze, and it infuriated me that she’d seen that. My panic attacks often happened at night when I was alone… but that message had been ill-timed and set me off before I could gather myself.
So, I did what I did best.
Deflected.
“You know, if all it took was freaking out about a bill to get up close and personal with you, I would have done it sooner.”
Gracie’s eyes shuttered, and an angry flush spread over her cheeks. She pursed her lips and stared me down. The dumbass grin on my face nearly fell away, but I held it in check, defending myself.
“Right,” she clipped.
Turning on her heel, she stormed away from me, angrily snatching up her sweater from the bench before exiting the room without a backward glance.
My stomach sank, and the smirk slid off my face as I pressed my hand to it instead.
That night, I did not go to The Halfway, and a week later, Gracie did not show up for our session.



CHAPTER 5

Gracie

Right Now
Forget me nots, I thought hazily as I slowly roused from sleep.
My head pounded, and my mouth felt dry, my tongue like a lead block sitting there uselessly. Incessant beeping to my right let me know my alarm was going off, but my limbs felt heavy, and I struggled to even lift my arm to find my phone and stop the noise ringing in my ears. How much had I drunk last night? I hoped I hadn’t overslept; I was supposed to be meeting Dane at Shakers for breakfast.
“…Starre.”
God, why wouldn’t my eyes open? That’s it—no more Jäger.
“Gracie Starre?” Someone was saying my name, but it sounded as if I were underwater, their words unclear. Who was it? It sounded like a man.
Why the hell was there a man in my bedroom?
“Miss Starre? You’ve been…”
Open your eyes, Gracie! I growled at myself as I pushed through my pounding hangover, desperate to stop the beeping beside me, but needing to see who the fuck was in my room, because it sure as hell wasn’t Dane.
I licked my lips and noticed they were chapped, the dryness in my mouth insufferable. Each eye slowly peeled open, and I squinted against the brightness of my room. There’s no way I would have left my blinds open—I bet Mom had come in and opened them out of spite this morning. I mean, I had stumbled in at two in the morning, but did she have to stoop so low?
Blinking, I realized I was lying in a half-seated position, and the blankets on my body did not belong to me. The white cotton material looked cheap and a little worn out. I glanced down at my right hand and frowned at the sight of a needle taped into my skin, a long tube connected to it, and my first instinct was to rip it out—because what the hell? I refrained, though, realizing it was there for a reason.
I searched for any familiarity, but my vision was blurred, shapes and movements that didn’t make much sense to my disoriented mind. Panic built in my chest, the beeping of the machines attached to me growing louder in response.
“Gracie.”
A voice cut through the misty haze of my mind, and I blinked once more, forcing my eyes to focus on the figure standing at the end of my bed. He was tall, with pale skin and tired-looking eyes. “Gracie,” he repeated gently, as if trying not to startle me. “I’m Dr. Boyd. You’ve been in an accident, and you’re at the hospital.”
Accident? Hospital? I groaned as I tried to adjust my body, the pain in my head seeming to intensify, forcing me to remain still. I searched my memories, trying to piece together the accident or what led to it, but I was drawing blanks. I didn’t remember an accident.
“I—” My voice cracked, and it felt dry. I swallowed again, but my mouth felt like cotton. “What accident?”
Dr. Boyd smiled at me calmly. “You were in a car accident, Gracie. You’ve been here for a week and a half now while we treated the swelling in your brain, but you’re going to be okay.”
Brain swelling? My head pulsed in response.
“Car accident?” I searched my foggy mind once more, trying to remember when or how... what—nothing was coming up. All I had were fragmented memories of me dancing in a nightclub, feminine hands at my waist... then fighting and screaming—
Amanda.
Her name hit me like a punch to the stomach.
We had been out celebrating her birthday. We had been fighting most of the night, in between kisses and dancing—that simmering tension between us, all those unspoken words sitting between us, the only bridge to voicing some of them through sheer acts of jealousy and desperation. I swallowed at my last memory of conversation with her.
I had told her I would leave Dane if she was willing to come out with me. My heart clenched in my chest as tears prickled in my eyes, the guilt surrounding my betrayal of him resting heavily in my stomach.
I blinked and shook my head, my voice trembling as I whispered, “Amanda?”
There was a slight scraping sound to my left against the floor, and then a blonde woman came into view, her face soft and eyes concerned. I watched with surprise as she gently took my hand, stroking it with her thumb. I blinked back at her in confusion. She was pretty, I noted, her long blonde hair pulled back into a loose braid. Her warm blue eyes held mine, trepidation filling them, framed by long, thick lashes.
“Gracie?” she said softly, her voice wavering. “Are you okay, baby?”
My head throbbed, and I closed my eyes for half a second. “I don’t understand. I was at a party.”
Why was she calling me baby?
“We were leaving the party when it happened, baby,” the unfamiliar blonde told me gently, and I frowned. “It all happened so fast. We had been loading up the car with all the gifts—then your seatbelt was stuck, so I got out to move it, and then that idiot came at us so fast—”
I pulled my hand from hers and held it to my chest. “Who are you?” I demanded, tired of her weird terms of endearment and frantic talking. “Why are you calling me baby? I don’t know you. I—”
My thoughts stilled as I eyed something shiny on my finger, and my eyes widened a fraction at the glinting ring—no, the engagement ring on my finger. “What is that? When did Dane—did I miss? Someone needs to explain what is going on right now!”
“Gracie,” the woman uttered, her voice breaking. “Y-you don’t know who I am?”
“Gracie, deep breaths,” Dr. Boyd told me calmly as the machines beeped faster. “Do you remember Ashley? Your fiancée?”
I felt as if the floor had dropped out from beneath me, the words hitting me like a splash of ice-cold water.
“My what?” I whispered, my voice hardly audible.
The woman beside me—Ashley—reached for my hand once more, her touch soft, but I pulled it away again, my eyes focused on that shining ring, glaring up at me under the harsh hospital lights, reflecting off the stone as if taunting me and the gaps in my mind.
A shaky breath escaped my lips, and panic surged once more—sharp and cold—filling my veins like ice. No, none of this was right, and it didn’t make any sense. I wasn’t engaged—I didn’t even know who this person was. I was still—not even out. Amanda and I had been dating secretly, if you could even call it dating, and Dane and I—
My thoughts broke off at his name, as they usually did of late. Guilt surged once more, and my hands trembled.
“Gracie.” Dr. Boyd’s voice broke through the roaring in my ears. His tone was calm, but I could see the seriousness in his eyes as he picked up his device, tapping it. “Can you tell me what day it is?”
“Monday,” I rasped. We had gone out Sunday night for Amanda’s birthday—my mother had given me grief about it. I had missed church.
“And the date?”
“January fifth,” I answered quickly. “2018.”
It was the tightening around his eyes that made my heart sink. I felt as if I had given the wrong answer—like I’d been called on in class, answered confidently, only to be told I was wrong. I quickly glanced at Ashley beside me. Her eyes widened as she looked to Dr. Boyd—definitely the wrong answer.
“Gracie,” Dr. Boyd began carefully, setting down his device. His voice was softer, but the tone deliberate as he delivered the next jarring words. “It’s February tenth, 2023.”
“No,” I uttered, his words not making sense, not fitting with my reality. “That can’t be right. I—I—”
He held up his hand, as if to calm me. “I know this is overwhelming, but just breathe. Slight memory loss after an accident like yours is to be expected.”
“Slight?” The woman—Ashley—spoke, her voice laced with frustration. “Five years is not slight!”
She had a point.
Five years supposedly gone—the thought hollowed me out, and I frowned at my hands, my eyes catching on that ring again. Five years, and I was—getting married. I wasn’t with Amanda or Dane... I had come out... I wasn’t hiding who I was anymore. I couldn’t grasp it, couldn’t quite accept the idea that I was missing these moments.
How did that even happen?
My eyes went back to the ring as I blocked out the voices of Dr. Boyd and Ashley. My chest tightened, and tears filled my eyes. This ring represented something foreign to me—a whole other life I had no recollection of... a journey I had gone on, now erased.
Amanda and Dane were both gone—or were they? Had I maintained friendships with them? How had it all ended? How had I gone from a screaming match in the nightclub bathroom with Amanda to lying in a hospital bed with an engagement ring on my finger and a totally unfamiliar woman by my side?
What about my parents? How had they reacted to... to me being with a woman? Frustration welled within me as I clawed desperately, trying to find the missing pieces I needed, but where the hell was I supposed to pull them from?
“Gracie,” Dr. Boyd asked, his voice steady enough to pull my attention. “Can you tell me the last memory you have, the key points that stand out to you?”
My mind was racing as I latched onto whatever I had.
“Amanda,” I whispered, my voice cracking. “We were out celebrating her birthday. We—we had been fighting about everything. About me, her, and Dane. I—I—” I broke off as another memory hit me, and I blinked. “I told my parents I didn’t want to go to college anymore. I didn’t want to work at my father’s firm. I—I wanted to be a musician.”
Amanda had laughed at me when I told her—that laugh had been a key factor behind many of the arguments we’d had that night. No, not last night, I reminded myself.
“Oh my God,” I cried, burying my face in my hands. “This is a mess.”
“I’ll give you both a moment,” Dr. Boyd said softly, clearing his throat. “Gracie, we’ll run some more tests. Try not to get too overwhelmed—I know that’s easier said than done—but this memory loss could just be temporary, given the trauma your brain experienced. I’ll be back soon.”
Dr. Boyd began to leave, and Ashley muttered something about being right back, racing after him with an insistence in her step that I was sure I would have had if the roles were reversed. Tears fell freely as my shoulders shook, the fear, confusion, and pain in my head becoming too much as I allowed myself to fall apart.

They ran test after test. I spent the morning being poked, prodded, and put through machines as they tried to determine what had caused the memory lapse. They tested my faculties, my ability to walk. Everything indicated a clean bill of health, aside from my head injury and the loss of the last five years. Apparently, I was very lucky.
I didn’t feel very lucky. In fact, I felt confused and robbed of this whole other life I now lived but couldn’t remember. I couldn’t link it together, couldn’t work out how I had gone from hooking up with Amanda in our own little toxic bubble, cheating on Dane, to being engaged to a stranger and supposedly just having celebrated my engagement party.
“This is horrific,” I groaned to myself. Who just loses five years of their life? What kind of dramatic episode of Grey’s Anatomy had I walked into? This kind of stuff didn’t actually happen, did it? My gaze dropped down to the ring on my finger, and I closed my eyes, desperately willing this lost part of me back.
Come back, I pleaded. Whoever you are, come back and make it all make sense, please.
The door clicked open, and I looked over, seeing Ashley as she walked in. My stomach tightened anxiously as she approached, a hesitance in her step, and I could understand why. Or, I could try. If I put myself in her shoes, this probably sucked. The girl you were supposedly marrying forgetting who you were? Wild.
“Hey,” she murmured as she took a seat beside the bed.
“Hi,” I said back, feeling shy suddenly.
I didn’t know how I was supposed to act; I just felt awkward and unsure of myself as she sat beside me. She looked worn out—beyond exhausted. Dark circles rested under those vibrant blue eyes, and her expression was tense, her posture stiff as if she felt just as unsure as I did. Her eyes were careful as they regarded me, likely also trying to gauge where I was.
The quiet hum of the room settled over us, the only sounds punctuating the silence were my nails tapping against the plastic cup of water I held and the squeak of Ashley’s chair when she shifted.
A breathless laugh bubbled on my lips, and I shook my head. “I—I don’t know what to do with any of this.”
“I know,” she murmured as she looked down at her coffee cup. “Neither do I—I spent so long thinking you weren’t going to wake up or make it through... this was the last thing I thought to worry about.”
I swallowed at her words and took a steadying sip of water, not wanting to acknowledge just how close to death I must have come.
“How are you feeling... after... well, everything?” Ashley’s voice was soft but tentative. I looked over at her, still baffled that we were supposedly getting married. This—this insanely good-looking blonde bombshell was going to be my wife?
I didn’t know how to handle that—I thought I had a type, and that type was Amanda. Amanda had long black hair, severe makeup, and grunge clothing. Ashley was... so far on the other end of that spectrum. It wasn’t as if I didn’t find her attractive—she was beautiful—but there was a building discomfort in the back of my mind.
Ashley looked exactly like the girls who used to torment me in school. One of the popular cheerleader types with their glowing tans and flowing blonde hair. I could still remember those perfectly pressed uniforms and high ponytails. I grimaced at the memory of them following me around, calling me Hermione Granger because of my wild curls—because I didn’t fit the little box I needed to be in at that school.
Now here I was, apparently engaged to someone who looked like she would have been one of them, and the irony was not lost on me.
My eyes went back to my cup of water, and my fingers traced the rim as Ashley waited for my answer—the answer to a loaded question.
“I’m tired,” I said finally, my voice sounding weaker than I had intended. “Scared. None of this feels real—I just... I don’t know what to think, you know? Everything is so new and strange... I don’t know.” I swallowed and looked back at her, hoping for a flicker of recognition, and only being met with emptiness. “I—I think I just need something familiar to me.”
Ashley nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing the slightest as she said, “Your parents and sister are on the way—if that helps.”
I had to resist the urge to grimace because I knew I should have felt relieved at the thought of them being here, and part of me was. The other part of me recalled their harsh words when I revealed I wanted to do something different with my life, and dread settled like a weight in my stomach.
Maybe we had gotten past all that, I thought, allowing a small trickle of hope. Ashley mentioned them so casually... she knew them. I frowned again, reminding myself that I was definitely out, which meant they had to know. Had my parents accepted that? Based on everything I knew about them, I found it hard to believe... but, I mean, people could change, right?
I bit my lip as my stomach twisted. I still remembered sitting in the kitchen, anxiety building in my stomach as I twisted my hands in my lap or grazed my nails against peeling nail polish, telling them I wanted to be a musician. It was a deviation from the path they had laid out for me, away from the path my sister Narelle had taken.
They had laughed in my face and called me ridiculous, told me to be more like Narelle—a statement I’d heard many times growing up. Perfect Narelle with her perfect straight hair, perfect grades, and perfect extracurricular activities. She was everything they wanted in a daughter, and I was just... me.
Had I told them about the other things I wanted, like Amanda? When had I found the courage to be completely honest about myself, and what had that experience been like? What had happened when I told Dane, and how much had I actually told him?
I had so many questions. As I glanced at Ashley, taking in the careful concern on her perfectly symmetrical face, I was hit with bewilderment. How? How was this the woman I was supposed to be marrying? How had I gone from where I was five years ago to now? She was the only one who could answer that, and I swallowed down my awkwardness.
I needed answers.
“C-can you fill me in on my life... our life? I mean, you should know everything. We’re engaged.”
A small smile flitted across her lips, and she nodded. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
“Okay, um...” I pursed my lips, my heart pounding as I latched onto the first question—the one that had been circling my mind at the forefront. “What happened to Dane? I—my last memory is me... being with him. I’m still with him—uh, do you know how it ended?”
Surprise flitted across her face for a moment before she schooled her features. “You told me that you and Dane broke up not long after you told your parents you were moving out. You both wanted different things, and he couldn’t give you what you needed... plus, you know, he was a guy. You like girls.”
I bit my lip and frowned. “That seems so... clean. A mutual breakup? Things in my life usually aren’t so simple.” Had he found out about Amanda, or had I taken the secret to the grave and just broken up with him instead? “What about—uh—Amanda? What happened with her? I don’t... did that end?”
My voice sounded weaker with this question. I mean, obviously, it ended—I was marrying a whole other woman—but how had it ended, and when? We had been locked in this revolving door of toxicity, consumed by both of us hiding who we were while desperately clinging to each other like we were life rafts for the other.
Ashley’s head tilted as confusion crossed her face. “You—you’ve never told me about anyone called Amanda before.”
My heart leapt into my throat, and I blinked at her as I tried to understand. I had never mentioned Amanda. Did I truly just bury her, then? Remove her from my life with zero explanation to anyone? Had I gotten away with cheating on Dane? I never told Ashley about her? Wasn’t something that profound in your life something you shared when you were getting to know someone?
Had I been so consumed with shame that, even to this day, I didn’t want to acknowledge it?
Nothing made sense, and I pushed the frantic thoughts in my mind to the side. “What am I doing now?” I asked Ashley, trying to ignore the expression on her face. “What does my life look like?”
Her expression shifted from obvious discomfort to a genuine smile as she clasped her hands together, as if delivering me the best news. “Well, you’re in a successful band called The Wiser. You’ve been touring and recording—performing. From what you told me, you formed it pretty quickly after you left home, with your best friends Todd and Kat.”
It sat right with me, and it was the calmest I had felt since waking up. I was doing music like I had planned, and doing it well by the sounds of things. Touring? Recording? That was some real shit right there, and a small surge of excitement pulsed through my veins, until my thoughts snagged.
“Todd and Kat?” I asked.
“You met them shortly after you moved out of home,” Ashley explained with a small smile. “You all got this job at some crappy restaurant in West Hollywood. You guys bonded over the trauma of working there. Anyway, you and Todd were a little at each other’s throats when you first met, but Kat brought you guys together, and one thing just led to another.”
I tried to picture it—working in a crappy restaurant—surprised I had even done it. My whole life had been bankrolled by my parents; I’d never worked a day. Obviously, they cut me off once I made my decision... or I cut myself off. I frowned at myself. There was no way I had been brave enough to do all that.
“You really built something incredible, Gracie,” Ashley continued, her eyes lighting up as she talked. “People love you—love your band and your music. You guys were getting ready for a national tour—you opened up for Ed Sheeran. It’s insane, and you love every minute of it. You thrive on the stage—it’s where you’re most yourself.”
That sounded right. I had always loved the stage—I’d been in every school production, every possible music or band extracurricular I could get my hands on. Emotion welled within me, and I had to blink back tears. How had I been living this amazing life and forgotten it? Why had my mind taken me back to a time when everything was going to shit?
“What about us—”
My words were cut off as the door to our room flung open, Ashley jumping as she looked over her shoulder.
“Oh, Gracie!” my mother’s voice filled the room in a high shrill, her heels clacking on the floor as she raced toward me. I didn’t have a moment to react before she was at my bedside, her arms around my neck, squeezing tightly. “Oh, my baby!” She was crying, her fingers pressing into my arm so hard it hurt, and I winced. “I was so scared—when we saw you in that coma with that stuff coming out of your head—”
“Mom.” My voice was weak as I crumbled further, her clutch hitting every bruise I had, but the pressure only seemed to increase.
“Stop squeezing her,” Ashley snapped, the calm softness I had become used to gone, her voice now terse and firm, her eyes flashing. “She is covered in bruises, and you’re hurting her.”
My mother sniffed and froze, her face twisting into a scowl. “I am her mother!” she snapped with sharp indignation. “I know how to look after my daughter!”
The tension between the two pulsed so fervently that I swallowed, neither backing down. Ashley’s jaw was clenched, her eyes hard as she stared down my mother, and I knew right then, deep in my gut, that things were definitely not good between her and my family. What did that mean for me and my family?
“Mom,” I said softly, trying to calm everyone. “I’m just sore—I really am covered in bruises, and your grip is a little… tight.”
Her hold loosened, and she dabbed at her eyes with a sniff. “Of course,” she murmured as she let me go fully, but her hands hovered beside me, her fingers twitching. “Are you in a lot of pain? Are you okay?”
“I’m f-fine,” I managed to get out, my chest tightening as my gaze flicked quickly to Ashley and then back to my mother.
The door opened once more—gently this time—and my father strode in. He looked the same as always, with his stoic expression, hands tucked into his pockets as he approached slowly, eyes taking in the room before landing solely on me. There was no rushing from him, no panicked crying or changes in breathing. He remained as cool and calm as ever, halting at the foot of the bed with an unreadable expression.
Before any of us could open our mouths, Narelle entered, still as composed and well put together as ever. Her pin-straight brown hair had been pulled back into a neat bun, her olive-green dress perfectly pressed. She reminded me so strongly of our father at times, as if nothing could throw either of them off balance.
Not even me in a hospital bed.
“Good afternoon, everyone.” Dr. Boyd’s voice came from the door, and I looked over at him, taking in his bright blue scrubs and horrifically orange clogs. “Great to see we have a full house here.” His clogs squeaked against the floor as he walked, and my eye twitched. “Gracie, how are you feeling?”
“Fine,” I lied as I picked at the blanket, acutely aware of how close everyone was standing to me.
I felt like he could see right through me, but he nodded, understanding on his face. “You have been through a lot, but you’re doing so well. I just wanted to check in with you and maybe discuss next steps—is that okay?”
I shrugged.
“I’m sure this morning’s revelations have been weighing on your mind—”
“What do you mean, revelations?” my mother asked as she took my hand, her eyes darting to a pale-faced Ashley before looking back at Dr. Boyd.
“We haven’t talked about it yet,” Ashley told the doctor.
“Right,” Dr. Boyd muttered, his face looking pinched now. “Well, it does appear Gracie has suffered some memory loss. When she woke, she believed it was still 2018. The last five years of her life have essentially gone missing.”
“Memory loss?” my father uttered as he looked at me, the bewilderment in his eyes jarring.
“Considering the extent of Gracie’s head injury, it’s not surprising that this has been the outcome. While I’m sure it is frustrating, it may not be permanent.”
“My memories could come back?” I asked, hope tingling in the back of my mind as I glanced at Ashley.
“They could,” Dr. Boyd said with a nod. “We do have to prepare for the fact that they may not, though. The brain is an enigma. When we think we have it worked out, it does something else to humble all of us. There are exercises you can do to try and jog your memory. This has proven helpful in the past with other patients I’ve been reading up on.”
I nodded as Mom squeezed my hand. “Okay, well, I obviously want to remember. Clearly... a lot has changed in my life in the last five years. I mean—I’m engaged... to a woman... I’m not with Dane anymore...” Or Amanda. I looked back at Ashley, and she gave me a weak smile before looking back at Dr. Boyd.
Her entire energy had shifted the moment my parents had entered the room, and they did nothing to acknowledge her. I chewed the inside of my mouth and filed the interaction away for later.
“What do you recommend moving forward?” my father asked gruffly. “Recovery, going home—what needs to be done?”
“In terms of recovery, we’d keep Gracie here for another week to monitor her head injury and get her body moving again. After that, she would go home and just come back for routine checkups.”
“We can have your old room made up for you,” Mom told me with a wide smile. “Everything will be ready for you.”
“Excuse me?” Ashley asked with a breathless laugh as she got to her feet. “Why would you assume she’s going home with you?”
“Well, why wouldn’t she, dear?” my mother asked as if the answer were obvious. “She doesn’t know you or remember her life. Why would you put her in an unfamiliar environment?”
“Actually, that’s exactly what I recommend doing,” Dr. Boyd cut in carefully. “The best thing for Gracie to attempt regaining her lost memories is to go back to her life as it currently is, not as it was. I would recommend giving it a minimum of three months.”
“She has to live with a stranger for three months?” my mother spat as she looked at my father, and I groaned inwardly.
“I’m not a stranger,” Ashley growled. “I am the woman your daughter is going to marry. I’m the person who’s been in her life a lot more consistently these last five years than you have—”
My stomach twisted as both Ashley and my mother began snapping at each other, talking over one another. Did I want to go home with Ashley? A girl I didn’t know but was marrying? No. In my reality at this moment, she was a complete stranger. I had no recollection of her at all in my mind—not even the twinge of a feeling. That didn’t mean I wanted to go home with my family either.
Don’t feelings remember even when your mind doesn’t?
I couldn’t believe my parents knew I was gay, and I couldn’t even remember telling them.
Mortifying.
“This isn’t helpful,” Dr. Boyd said loudly as he clapped his hands. “Enough. At this moment, everyone needs to put their personal feelings aside and focus on what is best for Gracie. As her doctor, my recommendation is that she resumes her life with Ashley so we can attempt to unlock her memories. By all means, Mr. and Mrs. Starre, be involved in this process. Be there for your daughter. Empathize with her. She’s just lost a portion of her life—how would you be feeling in this moment?”
His words hung in the air, and I looked back down at my hands, eyeing my engagement ring as a shiver ran through me.
I don’t think anyone would know how this felt until they experienced it.

When I was finally left alone and the hospital room was silent, a deep breath escaped me, and I slumped back into my pillows, my eyes aching fiercely and my head starting to hurt.
Ashley had gone home for a shower and some rest after much convincing from Dr. Boyd. My family had reluctantly left shortly before that, after hovering for what felt like hours. I was still torn between finding their presence comforting or suffocating, but with them gone, a strange sense of relief settled over me.
My eyes landed on the phone Ashley had handed me before she left, now sitting on the table beside me. Apparently, it was mine, fully charged and ready to go. It just sat there, innocuous and silent, but it might as well have been screaming at me. That little device held all the answers to my life—the years I couldn’t remember. A simple swipe across the screen would give me a desperate glimpse into the world I had lost.
But I couldn’t bring myself to pick it up.
I stared at it, feeling paralyzed. Why couldn’t I just pick it up?
I knew why, and I swallowed. Opening that phone meant accepting my new reality. It meant diving headfirst into a life that felt completely foreign to me. I would unlock that screen, and I wouldn’t see photos of me and Dane or messages from Amanda. No, I would have messages from my current friends and photos of me and Ashley.
Memories I couldn’t connect to—and it would make this nightmare real. I just wasn’t sure I was ready for that.
Before my thoughts could spiral any further, a soft knocking on the door pulled me back to reality, and I looked up as a smiling nurse entered the room. Her salmon-pink scrubs stood out against all the white, and her black shoes squeaked along the floor as she walked. Her black hair was braided down her back, with a large streak of gray standing out.
“Hi, Gracie!” she said cheerfully, the smile on her face amplifying the soft wrinkles that crinkled around her mouth. “I’m Holly, and I am about to give you the best news you’ve had all day: it’s time for a shower.”
“God, yes,” I groaned.
The idea of washing away all this grime and getting properly cleaned was a must. Ashley had told me they had been giving me sponge baths the entire time, and I cringed inwardly, feeling dirty, as if layers of grime were visible on my skin. Plus, I needed to get up. They had removed my catheter just after Ashley and my parents left, and I had to pee.
“It’s nice to finally hear your voice,” Holly commented as she approached the bed with a no-nonsense attitude. “I’ve been around while they slowly brought you out, but you weren’t really coherent for much of it. I was excited to hear when I signed on for my shift that you were awake.” She looked at me for a moment, a frown on her face. “How are you feeling? I heard about the memories.”
She spoke to me as if she knew me—no carefulness, no pity—and it felt refreshing.
“I—I don’t know,” I muttered grimly, with a slight shake of my head, watching as she whipped back my blankets. “It’s weird. In my mind, I’m in the future, really, but I’m in the present... so...”
“Must have been very disarming for you,” Holly said gently. “Take my hands—there we go. No need to rush, nice and slow. Dr. Boyd said he got you out of bed before lunchtime today. Your legs must be a little wobbly after all that time in bed.”
Her voice was soothing as she guided me, and even though my muscles protested, I allowed myself to be led out, Holly moving with practiced care. We made our way toward the bathroom, and I was glad to find my legs were a little stronger now than they had been earlier.
There was a small part of me that was relieved it was only my memory lost. I couldn’t imagine losing my memories and my ability to walk, talk, or do any other normal activity. Maybe I was lucky, I mused grimly.
“Okay, you stand here—is that okay?” Holly asked as she positioned me in the center of the small space. “Hold the counter for me; I’m going to get the shower on. We can’t get your hair wet—the incision. I have a cap for you, and I’ll get all that hair in; don’t you worry.”
I smiled to myself as I gripped the counter and she turned her back, heading to the shower to get it ready. I closed my eyes for a moment as a wave of fatigue washed over me before I sighed tiredly and glanced up. My breath caught in my throat, and I froze, every muscle going stiff as a board.
Two black eyes, swollen and bruised, stared back at me. Scratches lined my cheeks and neck, and small cuts crisscrossed along my face, leaving angry red marks in their wake. Dark bruises appeared along my jaw and collarbone, and I raised a trembling hand to poke one, wincing immediately.
I didn’t recognize myself, and it wasn’t because I had lost five years.
“I know it’s a shock,” Holly murmured as she came to stand beside me. “But you’re getting better—trust me, a week ago, this was all a lot worse. It’s all superficial.”
The panic that was building in my chest refused to be calmed as I gripped the sink. No wonder my mother had run in shrieking.
“I can’t remember me... I don’t look like me...” My voice trailed off weakly, and I swallowed audibly.
“I know, sweetheart,” she said softly, rubbing my back. “Under all that, though, you’re still there. Your memories too—everything is still there. It’s just hiding for now. Healing. Now, I’m going to remove your robe, is that okay?”
Following my nod, she carefully helped me out of the gown, and I gasped again at the sight of more bruises across my torso, aggressive purples and blues covering my ribs and hips. There were more scratches, and I assumed they came from broken glass after I flew through the windshield... I grimaced at the image.
I frowned as I stared harder at my bare body. Under all that bruising, there was something else... something that didn’t look quite familiar. My body was... toned. My stomach was flat, and my arms were stronger than I remembered. I had always carried a little extra squish, especially around my tummy, but now... was I a gym girl? Was I the type of person who drank green juices and went for runs because it was fun?
“This is new,” I muttered as I rubbed my flat stomach while Holly began to guide me to the shower, helping me in with a chuckle.
“Well, a hot body is a bonus, right, sweetheart?” she said with a grin. “I would love to wake up with a new body and no recollection of the hard yards that went into it. Sign me up for that workout plan.”
A hysterical laugh bubbled on my lips as Holly sat me down on the plastic chair, gently working on getting my hair under a cap to protect the incision where the drains had been. I supposed I could either laugh or cry about it, and I probably would have made a comment like that, in reality.
“Okay, let’s get you under that water,” she murmured as she helped me back to my feet. “Now, are you okay to stand there like that? Okay, good. Your fiancée brought in a bag of toiletries. Some soaps and a loofah.” She rummaged through the black toiletry bag as she spoke. “You wet your body and then sit back down, and I’ll wash where you can’t reach, okay?”
The entire time I showered, Holly regaled me with stories about her life. She kept the mood light as she chatted about her family, her two kids, and the husband she claims is more like a third child than a partner. She kept me distracted, and it was good—I spent more time focusing on her words and less on my bruised and battered... fit body.
“The only place I get a relaxing shower is this place,” she muttered with a shake of her head. “No one is coming in here asking me where the iPad is or where my phone is.” She ran the loofah over my back, and I closed my eyes as I let out a soft laugh, forgetting everything else and just focusing on her words.
Once the shower was over and she had helped me into a fresh gown and some clean underwear, I felt slightly better, and by the time she had helped me back into bed, the phone on the table seemed a little less daunting.
“Dinner will be around soon,” Holly murmured as she tucked my blanket in and adjusted my pillow. “You’re doing great,” she told me with a smile. “Think of everything that comes next as a big adventure. You’re allowed to be scared by it, but don’t hide from it—okay?”
She left me to think about her words, and I bit my lip, picking up my phone and taking a heavy breath as I relaxed my weight into the bed. I had no idea how to take this next step, when I had no idea where I was heading, but I had done this before, right?
I had taken that leap, moved out of home, and chased music. I wouldn’t have had any idea where I was going to end up. Except it wasn’t like before because I had already lived this life, and I had people waiting on me... counting on me to remember them. I rubbed my temple and swiped open my phone, preparing myself for the deep dive.



CHAPTER 6

Back Then

Ashley
Ispent my afternoon scrolling through Gracie’s FLIX account, my thumb idly swiping as her feed unfolded before me. Photo after photo showed her bright smile, blaring stage lights glinting off whatever instrument she held, wild curls bouncing as she sang her heart out. It was irritating that I still couldn’t quite figure out what it was about her that had me all knotted up.
Sighing, I set down my phone and shook my head. It had been a week since the incident in the gym, and I bit my lip at the memory—how I’d been having a panic attack when she walked in... and once I’d regained my bearings, I’d made that stupid comment, trying to deflect from my own discomfort. That joke had not landed well, and she hadn’t shown up for our scheduled session a few days ago.
I wanted to slap myself at the memory, shame filling me as I coiled inward. Gracie had been genuinely there for me, making sure I was okay, even after my behavior at the bar, and I’d rewarded her with yet another sleazy comment that probably made her feel as bad as I did right now.
Why was I like this? Why did I push away kindness—push away anything real or anyone who got too close to me? It was a question for a therapist, I knew that, but I wasn’t at a stage in my life where I wanted to know the truth about myself. I knew it was a classic move of mine: throw out a joke when things got too vulnerable, let it land like a brick, and then wonder later why I had such a problem.
The look on her face… Another loud groan escaped me, and I looked back at her account.
Why couldn’t I stop thinking about her? Why was she so heavily imprinted in my mind? Yes, she was beautiful. Talented. Bewitching, even, especially on stage—but this was different. I’d met plenty of beautiful, talented people in my life, and they passed through my mind faster than I could blink.
None of them lingered the way she did.
She was different, though, from what I could gather. She had this air of intrigue about her, and the more I looked into her, the more interested I became. For instance, her FLIX account was nearly empty prior to late 2018—almost a year ago. There were only a handful of posts—a quote here, a Bible verse there, and a few photos of her with a tall guy with brown hair, his arm draped around her.
They looked comfortable together, close enough to assume he was probably her boyfriend back then, but he was nowhere in this newer version of her feed.
My scrolling halted at one of the earlier photos, taken at some big glossy event, the location tagged as Holy Revival, and I wrinkled my nose. That church was one of the biggest in the country, and it was problematic at best. Gracie stood there in the photo with that guy, both dressed in matching pastels, her hair straightened, holding pamphlets and smiling.
Worship night at HR! What a blast
I cringed at the caption before I looked at the photo once more, trying to reconcile that polished, pastel-wearing version of her with the Gracie I’d seen on stage, hair wild and free with her shimmering tambourine and her big, billowing-sleeved dresses. Her real smiles in all these later photos showed true happiness glowing in her eyes.
How had she gone from church girl to performing like that on stage?
It was the mystery, I decided. She made me question things, and they nagged at me, making me want to peel back layers and figure her out. There was a story behind her, behind that little pride flag in her bio at the top of her feed. She didn’t hide her past, but she never posted much about it either.
The more I scrolled through her feed, the bigger the distance seemed between the girl in pastels and the girl with wild curls and an earth-shattering smile. Two completely different lives held together by the flimsiest of threads. Why was I so hell-bent on piecing it all together?
I never got wrapped up in people. I never settled with anyone, never engaged in long relationships or anything remotely emotional. I had always skipped all of that and made it very clear to any woman I approached—or who approached me—who I was and what I wanted from them.
I bypassed the mess of relationships and avoided allowing people into my life on a deeper level. I steered clear of anything that could threaten those oh-so-careful walls I’d built around myself. Get in, get out, keep it casual. That was the mantra I’d lived by since I’d started dating. Anything more than that felt like a tightrope, and I had no interest in performing a balancing act.
So why the hell did I care so much about the life of Gracie Starre? I couldn’t decide if the pull would disappear if I got her into bed or if it would only make me want her more. Attraction was fun and easy for me to handle; it was something I understood and, oftentimes, could control. But this... whatever this was, it already felt messier.
It felt like a risk, and risk was not something I engaged in.
Frustration crept up my spine, and I sighed loudly. I didn’t do this—I didn’t pine over people or think about them at length—but I couldn’t let this go. I wasn’t sure exactly what it was I didn’t want to lose, but it felt important.
I gritted my teeth and opened the DMs, staring at the empty box. What the hell was I supposed to say? I chewed the inside of my lip as I thought, Hey, I’m so emotionally unavailable that I have no idea how to handle vulnerability, but I feel like I wanna ruin your life a bit by inserting myself into it. Wanna hang?
Yeah, that was amazing. Real charming, Ashley.
I wrinkled my nose at my own internal monologue. It was something to take pause on, after all. I knew I had issues when it came to letting people in, and I could practically hear the words of my last ex—my last attempt at a serious relationship. I distinctly remembered the way she snapped her bag shut at dinner, her eyes flashing with a mixture of anger and resignation.
Emotionally constipated.
The term she’d thrown at me had lodged in my mind and stayed there since she’d hurled it across the table. She’d stormed out of the restaurant, leaving me alone, and I’d never seen her again.
“You need too much from people, Ashley.” The words of my sister floated into my mind, her voice laced with impatience as she packed her things and left me behind with our grandparents so she could “find herself.” She’d wanted nothing to do with me after our parents died, but she made it very clear: I was too needy, too much. I had been so desperate for her not to hate me, so desperate to have some part of my family not look at me and see the girl who had been trapped in that car.
I closed my eyes and willed the memories away, but they lingered just beneath the surface, old wounds reopening just enough to sting. Loving people was a risk, one that usually ended with me alone on the other side, disappointed and picking up the pieces. No, I needed to let this attraction burn out before things got complicated.
But…
I opened the DM window once more, swallowing hard as my fingers hovered over the keyboard. Finally, I started typing.
I wanted to apologize… again… for my behavior the other day. For what I said. You caught me in a moment I wasn’t prepared for anyone to see. I was feeling…
I paused, waving my hands as if that would summon the right word. Embarrassed. That was it. I hadn’t expected you to come back in, and when you did... well, I appreciate what you did for me. I’m truly sorry for how I acted. Hope to see you back in the gym.
I hit send before I could second-guess myself, then immediately locked my phone and placed it facedown on the table, cringing as I stood up.
“I hate myself,” I muttered, heading toward the bathroom.
I was meeting my friend Aya at The Halfway tonight, and I had already checked—no surprise performances by The Wiser—so at least I didn’t have to worry about running into Gracie.

I walked into The Halfway that night feeling a lot bleaker than I cared to admit. Gracie had seen my message but left it on read, which led to a good half-hour of wallowing before I downed two vodka tonics and pulled myself together for a night out.
I’d settled on high-waisted black dress pants and a deep blue silk blouse, the top buttons left casually undone. My heels added a boost of height that made me feel powerful, helping me project an image I was nowhere near feeling. In reality, I felt incredibly small. I’d given my hair a voluminous blowout and kept my makeup bold, with a fierce cat eye, giving me just enough edge for the night.
Tonight, I was set on finding a distraction—someone to shake Gracie Starre out of my head. Life would be a lot simpler without her echoing through my mind.
“Hey, you made it!” Aya’s voice broke through my thoughts. She appeared, all confidence and sparkle, in a tight red dress that hugged her curves perfectly. Her long black hair was slicked back into a sleek ponytail, a dazzling diamond necklace catching the light at her throat. She was getting noticed as a dancer, about to head out on tour with Brandi, the pop icon.
“I’m here,” I replied, pulling her in for a one-armed hug. “What’s the scene tonight? Anyone worth the trouble?”
Aya rolled her eyes and flicked a hand dismissively. “I just met a guy who told me he’s ‘always wanted to try an Asian.’”
I grimaced. “You’re kidding.”
She pointed toward the bar. “Nope. That guy right there.” I followed her gaze to a man leaning against the bar, shirt half unbuttoned, talking way too close to some poor girl trying to lean back out of his reach. “When I told him I was a lesbian, he actually said, ‘Even better. I’ve always wanted to try an Asian lesbian.’”
“Ugh, what a pig,” I muttered, shooting him a dirty look. “How do creeps like that even get in here?”
Aya shrugged, a wry smile tugging at her lips. “Someone’s bound to put him in his place tonight. I’ll have popcorn ready to watch.”
“Now that I’d pay to see,” I said with a grin.
“So, I’m waiting,” Aya said, sighing impatiently as she looked at me. “Come on, you always have some wild story about the latest girl you took home. Who’s the most recent victim?”
I scoffed, shaking my head. “Actually, I’ve got a better story for you. One that’ll make you feel really good about yourself while I look like a total idiot. But I need a drink first.”
“Oh, I already love this.”
After we navigated the crowded bar—keeping a safe distance from the sleaze at the far end—I spilled the whole story to Aya, every detail of my screw-up with Gracie. By the time I finished, she was staring at me over her drink, straw halfway to her mouth, wide-eyed with disbelief.
“I need this printed in stone,” she said, shaking her head. “The biggest player in Los Angeles couldn’t close the deal. Has this ever happened before?”
“Never.”
“Well, no wonder you’re hung up,” Aya said, waving her hand dismissively. “This isn’t about Gracie. She was a conquest, and she rejected you. You’re not curious about her—you just want to settle the score. If you ever got her into bed, you’d probably be over it by morning.”
“You think?” I asked, feeling the pleasant buzz from the vodka tonics spreading through my brain.
“Trust me,” she replied with a smirk. “But hey, she left you on read, so what can you do?”
I rolled my eyes, then stood up, grabbing my bag. “Okay, I need to hit the bathroom. I’ll be back.”
I shot a glance at Aya, who’d been eyeing a tall redhead across the room for the last ten minutes of my story. There was a solid chance she wouldn’t even be here by the time I returned.
By the time I finished in the bathroom, I’d given myself a stern talk: I needed to stop obsessing over Gracie Starre. The Halfway was packed with beautiful women tonight, and I had the chance to leave with someone if I wanted. If Gracie wanted to leave me on read—fine. She was entitled to do that, and I needed to let it go.
I washed my hands, straightened my hair in the mirror, and then stepped out into the dimly lit hallway, feeling more or less ready to move on. But the scene in front of me stopped me in my tracks, and if I’d had hackles, they’d have been standing straight up.
The sleazeball from the bar was leaning over a woman, pinning her against the wall with his arm above her head, a slick, self-satisfied grin on his face. But it wasn’t just any woman. I recognized those wild curls before I even saw her face—Gracie. My back went ramrod straight as I took in the look of disgust on her face, the way she edged away from him.
“…I mean, we’re just talking, right?” He was trying to sound friendly, even jovial, but the way he loomed over her made my blood boil.
“Why’re you running away?” he said, reaching out to play with one of her curls. Gracie flinched, leaning as far back as the wall would allow, her expression caught between disgust and a hint of fear.
“Can you get out of my way?” she snapped, her voice sharp with contempt.
“Why are you being so rude?” His hand went to Gracie’s arm, and I saw red.
“Hey!” I growled, stepping forward. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
Relief flashed across Gracie’s face when she saw me. I emerged fully from the shadows by the bathroom door, my heart hammering with adrenaline. The guy turned to face me, allowing just enough room for Gracie to slip out from under his arm and put some space between them.
“Relax, Business Barbie,” he snorted, rubbing his stubbled jaw as his gaze shifted back to Gracie, tracking her movements. “We were just talking.”
“Well, she doesn’t seem that interested in talking to you,” I said firmly, relieved my voice wasn’t shaking. “So why don’t you back off?”
“How about you keep your nose out of other people’s business?” he slurred, taking a step closer. Gracie retreated, ending up just behind me. He sneered, looking me over with disgust. “You one of those lesbians too? Saw you with that Asian chick earlier. Great legs, great tits—too bad she likes Taco Tuesday instead of Sausage Saturday.” He punctuated his words by roughly grabbing his crotch.
My stomach churned, but I forced myself to keep a steady gaze. Don’t give him any reaction, I reminded myself, swallowing my revulsion.
“The thing about you lesbians is this,” he said, stepping closer. “You all just need the right man to show you how wrong you are. No woman’s gonna give it to you like a real man can.”
“Take one more step,” I warned, my voice low and deadly, “and I’ll put you on the ground.”
“Oh, really?” he sneered, completely unfazed. “Just ’cause you wear a plastic dick and fuck like a man, you think you can fight like one?”
He stepped forward, and before he could blink, I moved. I positioned myself firmly, just as I’d always been trained, blocking his path. Stepping inside his guard, I wrapped my arm around his and used my weight and leverage to twist his arm and pull him off balance. He yelped as I swept his leg out from under him, sending him to the ground with a thud.
“Oh my God!” Gracie gasped in horror as I released him. He groaned, writhing on the ground as I straightened my blouse and flicked my hair back.
“You bitch!” he spat, his voice muffled against the floor. “I’m gonna sue you! I know who you are—I know you’ve got money!”
“Good luck with that,” I replied with a snort, then leaned down with one last warning. “Don’t ever let me see you here again, or next time, I’ll mess up any chance you have at children.”
I grabbed Gracie’s hand and led her out of the dim corridor and back into the warm glow of the bar, surprised that the exchange hadn’t been interrupted. Her face was pale, and her eyes were wide as she looked up at me, her hand still trembling slightly.
“Are you okay?” I asked gently, placing my hands on her shoulders. “Come on, let me get you a drink. I need one too.”
She nodded, her expression unreadable as she followed me to the bar. In a passing mirror, I caught sight of her outfit—a deep red off-the-shoulder maxi dress that hugged her in all the right places, her wild curls cascading down her back, with large silver hoops dangling from her ears. She was stunning, a walking siren, unfortunately attracting the worst kind of attention.
I ordered us two scotches, something strong enough to settle my nerves, and offered her a seat at the bar, which she took gratefully.
“You okay?” I asked again as I pressed the glass into her hands.
“Y-yeah,” she exhaled shakily. “He... he just came out of nowhere. I was on my way to the bathroom, and he was coming out of the men’s room. Suddenly, he was practically on top of me, asking for my name… and he wouldn’t let me pass.”
“Pig,” I muttered, shaking my head. “He’s going to be feeling it tomorrow. I made sure of that.”
“W-where did you learn to do that?” Gracie asked, her tone laced with awe. “He was huge—and, I mean, you’re tall, but you’re not his size or… you know, muscled.”
“That’s exactly why I had the advantage,” I said calmly, sliding onto the stool beside her. “I had a similar experience once. I’ve been taking weekly self-defense classes ever since. He didn’t think I could stand up to him. I’m sure he won’t make that mistake again.”
“Hm,” she murmured, taking a sip from her glass, visibly unsettled. “What he said, though—what is wrong with people?”
“I try not to think about it too much,” I replied with a shrug. “There will always be people like him. Don’t give his words power. Just let them go, and don’t let them bring you down. Clearly, he’s got some unresolved issues of his own. Hopefully, some time on the floor gave him the chance for some deep thinking.”
Gracie let out a laugh, shaking her head as she looked at me, her hazel eyes sparkling. “I couldn’t believe it when you took him down like that—and in those shoes! I can barely walk in them, and you’re out here wrestling giants.”
I laughed, shaking my head. “Adrenaline kicked in. That’s actually the first time I’ve taken someone down outside of the classroom.”
“Wow.” Gracie’s voice was full of admiration, her eyes bright and warm. I blinked, caught off guard by the way she looked at me, and for a second I wondered if maybe… just maybe…
“Did you get my message?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.
Smooth.
Her smile faded slightly, and I silently cursed myself.
“Yeah,” she said softly. “I did. I… I just wasn’t ready to open it. I was planning on responding tonight… after I got home. But then I accidentally clicked it, and it was too late. It’s not like I could mark it as unread.” She gave a small, apologetic smile. “I wasn’t ignoring you; I just… needed a little time.”
“It’s fine,” I said seriously, meeting her gaze. “I didn’t expect you to reply. I just wanted to apologize. I… I got a text from my sister. The anniversary of my parents’ death is coming up, and she’s organizing the memorial. I… I hadn’t expected it.”
Shut up, Ashley. Too much information.
“Oh,” Gracie murmured, a look of sympathy crossing her face. “I’m sorry. That’s… I mean, I can’t imagine how… I’m really sorry.”
“We don’t talk much,” I heard myself continue, even though every part of me was telling myself to stop. “I don’t usually get messages from her, so just seeing her name was a shock, and then reading the message… Anyway, I’m sorry for how I spoke to you. What I said—it wasn’t fair. I was acting like that jerk I just put down.”
“No!” Gracie shook her head firmly. “I don’t think that at all. I mean, yes, you do deflect serious emotions with humor—or an attempt at humor,” she added, a small smile playing at her lips, “and I’m not excusing what you said, but I get it now.”
I drained my drink, grateful for the honesty in her voice even if it was disarming. How was she managing to figure me out so fast?
“I’d understand if you didn’t want to come back to the gym—”
“I’m coming back,” she said, cutting me off with a decisive look. “I just had… something come up this week. That’s why I missed the session.”
Yeah, my big mouth, I thought ruefully.
“Do you want another drink?” Gracie asked, her voice a little hesitant, cheeks flushed slightly. I felt a flicker inside at her expression—one I had seen on plenty of women before. Her eyes swept over me quickly, her gaze flashing with interest before she gave me a friendly smile.
My chest tightened. “Sure,” I replied.



CHAPTER 7

Ashley

Right Now
Unease built in my stomach the further I walked into the hospital. My footsteps were slow and deliberate as I walked along the ward where Gracie was, past the nurses’ station, my breaths as cool and calculated as they could be. She was coming home today. After endless tests and careful observation, Dr. Boyd felt she was ready to be discharged.
I was caught between euphoria and devastation, and it had been that way since Gracie had woken up and asked me who I was. My palms began to sweat at the memory, and I blinked, trying to focus my eyes as tears once more threatened, as they had all week. I wasn’t going to cry in front of her; I saved that for the shower.
Our memories were mine alone now, memories that filled the walls of our home and stories of our friends—the amazing life we had built together that no longer held the same meaning for her as it did for me. I was no longer the anchor in her life, part of that invisible thread that had woven us together. Her expression was guarded whenever she looked at me, cautious and distant, and it reminded me of how she used to look at me before we were anything more than strangers.
I swallowed.
It was like a knife to the heart every single time.
I had hardly had a minute alone with her since she’d woken up. I had been relegated to standard visiting hours, and every time I arrived, someone in her family was in the room, leaving me no space to speak to her freely. It was usually Laura, dominating the space, though I took small comfort in the fact that Gracie often looked annoyed.
Kat and Todd had stayed away, not wanting to overwhelm her, but Kat had been a wreck when she found out about the memory loss, and Todd had paled, Jesse needing to steady his boyfriend as I told them both the news. No one had been expecting this—we had thought everything was going to be fine.
We had each had the rug ripped out from under us.
Kat had dropped Bailey off this morning after looking after him while I practically lived at the hospital. I’d had a little cry as I hugged him in the hallway before leaving to come here, and I only hoped that when Gracie got home and saw him, he would bring her some comfort. I couldn’t imagine how nervous she was right now.
I would be a wreck if I woke up with no memory of my life and was suddenly going home with a stranger.
As I reached her room, I paused just outside, peering in discreetly through the blinds, watching her. I needed a minute just to gather myself and breathe a little. Gracie sat on the edge of the bed, dressed in a pair of black leggings and an oversized gray sweater, the writing on the front faded from years of washing and wear, but I knew what it was meant to read:
“Does this sweater make me look gay?”
It had been mine once, but over time Gracie had quietly claimed it as hers, and I’d stopped protesting years ago, loving how it looked on her. I remembered the first time she had slid it on. It was the morning after the first time we’d slept together. She had felt cold, but I couldn’t bear to see her leave, so I had slipped off the sweater and had her put it on. It was as if she never took it off after that.
Seeing her in it now only added to the ache that had lodged itself in my chest since the day she woke up.
Gracie was still as I watched her, her expression unreadable as she stared into the distance, as if lost in thought. Slowly, her hand came up, fingers brushing gently over the spot where they had made the incision in her skull, and I watched as her brow furrowed. Her hand traced lightly down her temple, over her cheek, before she paused and eyed her hand.
Her focus had gone to the engagement ring, her expression darkening slightly as her lips thinned, and my stomach tightened once more. What was she thinking to make her expression shift like that? Seeing her look at her ring with such confusion and discomfort evident on her face... it shattered me in ways I couldn’t describe. How many times had I seen that glinting ring on her hand? How many times had I caught her staring at it with a wistful smile as she floated in the egg chair out on the deck?
That piece of stone and metal, a symbol of everything we had built and fought for, now likely felt like a cinder block to her, tying her to a life she didn’t remember, and I had to resist the urge to throw up.
I was so lost in my thoughts that when someone cleared their throat beside me, I jumped in shock, tearing my gaze from the window to see Dr. Boyd, his arms behind his back as he observed Gracie through the glass.
“Are you going in?” he asked, his eyes kind, but his expression was observant.
I tried to steady myself, tucking a loose blonde hair behind my ear. “I—yes. I just need a minute.”
“I’m sure you have a lot on your mind, Ashley,” he said with a friendly smile. “Don’t forget that the help offered to Gracie is also available to you. Caring for someone who has been impacted by an injury like Gracie’s... it can be just as draining. You have all the memories—all the stories. The person you love does not, and there is a painful reality where she may not recover that period of her life.”
“Way to make a girl feel better,” I muttered darkly as I gazed back into the room.
Gracie stood by the bed, zipping up her bag before she awkwardly toyed with her arms, something she always did when she felt uncomfortable.
“Just remember that help is available,” Dr. Boyd said. “Let’s go in.”
As we entered Gracie’s room, that tightening knot of anxiety bloomed in my chest, and Gracie’s eyes darted between me and Dr. Boyd, her expression guarded but her eyes tired. I knew she needed a proper night’s rest in her bed—the bed she chose for us. She looked exhausted.
A lot of her bruising was starting to change color. It looked less aggressive than it had, but I knew it would be a while before they fully faded.
Dr. Boyd offered Gracie a friendly smile. “How are you today, Gracie? Ready to be out of here and go home?”
Gracie bit her lip, and I watched as her fingers went to her collarbone, stilling as if they expected to find something there. Her hand dropped quickly, and she flashed a small, nervous smile at Dr. Boyd. “My head hurts a little, actually,” she said, her voice even, but I could hear the strain in it.
I watched her closely, noting that small gesture and recognizing it immediately. It was something she always did when she lied—she fiddled with the necklace I had given her at the start of our relationship, an opal sphere that hung from a silver chain. Except now that necklace was missing because it was at home in her jewelry box, and there was nothing hanging from her neck today.
I couldn’t tell if I was heartbroken at the realization that she felt she needed to lie to get out of going home with me or relieved that, even subconsciously, she remembered that necklace. Did it mean our life was just buried beneath the surface, waiting to be found? Or did it confirm my worst fear—that Gracie was never going to remember me or our life together?
“Are you sure that... that going home with Ashley is the right idea?” Gracie asked nervously, twisting her hands. “I mean, my last memories are of my life with my family. Doesn’t it make more sense to go where I—go where I remember?”
It felt like a punch to the gut, but I kept my face calm, hoping that no one could see the way her words shattered me inside.
“It’s natural to feel nervous, Gracie. But it’s better for you to return to the environment you were in before the accident, to immerse yourself in your life and usual routine. Familiar places, habits, even smells, can be helpful triggers for memory recovery. Readjusting is going to take time, but this is the best place to start.”
Gracie’s lips pressed together as if dissatisfied with the doctor’s answer, but she nodded slowly. “Okay,” she murmured, her voice almost resigned.
Dr. Boyd smiled and looked between us both. “You have an appointment next week to get the stitches removed and a checkup, but if anything feels off before then, don’t hesitate to reach out, okay?”
I nodded at him, and Gracie let out a small sigh, nodding once. Dr. Boyd said his goodbyes and left the room just as Gracie’s nurse, Holly, entered with a wheelchair.
“Oh God,” Gracie groaned tiredly, wrinkling her nose. “Is that necessary? I lost my memories, not my legs.”
Holly laughed softly, tapping the seat. “Hospital rules, my love. I know you can walk, but if you so much as stub your toe on the way out of here, I lose my job. In you get.” Gracie got to her feet and settled into the chair, her expression stiff. Holly looked at me. “Would you want to bring your car around and meet us at the door?”
“Yeah, sure,” I said with a quick nod, scooping up Gracie’s packed bag from the bed. “Um, I’ll meet you out there.”

The car was quiet as we drove out of the hospital lot. I kept sneaking glances at her, watching as she looked out the window, taking in everything as if she were seeing it for the first time. Her hands were clasped in her lap, one thumb running along the other—a familiar nervous habit.
It felt strange finally being alone with her; we hadn’t truly been alone since that first day she’d woken up. I hadn’t even been able to ask if she’d gone through her phone or if anything seemed familiar. Someone had always been there, talking about themselves—usually Gracie’s mom—but now, suddenly, I was afraid to ask.
We sat in traffic, waiting at a red light, and Gracie stared out the window, arms folded and a thoughtful expression on her face. It was unnerving.
The Gracie I knew could hardly stay silent for thirty seconds.
I gripped the steering wheel as we drove, still feeling unsettled behind the wheel, though that was the last thing Gracie needed to know. A small part of me was almost grateful she didn’t remember the accident—if there was any upside to the memory loss, that might be it.
Gracie’s phone dinged in her lap, and I glanced at it from the corner of my eye before refocusing on the road. I knew she’d been texting with her sister and her mother—I just had no idea what those messages contained. Not that it was any of my business. It was just hard to go from having them out of our lives to them suddenly being front and center.
With a clean slate, they could hide all their bad behavior behind it. I took a steadying breath and slowly counted to ten.
As we drove through the front gates of our home, familiarity washed over me, and I felt myself relax. I could only hope her subconscious would recognize it, too. Gracie’s eyes widened as we descended the hill, surrounded by greenery, until I pressed the button for the garage door so it would be open by the time we reached it.
The driveway opened up from the foliage, and our sprawling hillside mansion lay directly before us. My breath still caught when I pulled in, hardly able to believe it was ours.
“What the f—” Gracie’s curse caught in her throat as her mouth dropped open. “This is—we live here?”
“Yeah,” I said with a laugh, pulling into the garage and hitting the button to shut the door behind us. The lights flicked on automatically as I unbuckled my seatbelt. “It’s our oasis. Secure and private.”
I avoided diving into the history of the home – she already had enough on her plate.
Gracie got out of the car, and I grabbed her bag from the backseat. Bailey’s excited yaps echoed from behind the door, and I grinned, feeling real joy for the first time today. That dog could be a handful, but one look into his soft brown eyes always melted me, and I knew he’d work his charm on Gracie.
I led the way, unlocking the door before I pushed it open. Bailey scampered backward, his claws clicking on the tiles as we both walked in, and he lost his mind, pouncing at Gracie’s legs, yelping and whining as he jumped around her.
“Oh!” she gasped in surprise, her hands raised defensively as she leaned back from his enthusiastic greeting.
“Bailey, down!” I ordered, snapping my fingers.
It didn’t do much; he was too frantic for her.
“Ignore him,” I instructed Gracie. “That’s what the behaviorist said. When we enter the house, we have to ignore him until he calms down. Then he can be petted.”
“R-right,” Gracie mumbled, her eyes wide as she eyed the wriggling dog. He was still a puppy and still learning. I couldn’t blame him for being excited to see her. She crossed her arms awkwardly, glancing at Bailey before her eyes darted around the space.
“Do you want the tour now, or would you like a minute to rest?” I asked, setting her bag down on the laundry counter.
“Rest,” she answered quickly, licking her lips. “I’m tired.”
I nodded and gestured for her to follow me, Bailey quick on our heels as we walked through the house. I pointed out a few things along the way: the hall that led to her studio, the kitchen, and the living room. About halfway, I realized I sounded like a real estate agent, so I stopped talking and led her up the stairs to our room.
Pushing open the double doors, I gestured for her to go inside. She walked in hesitantly, Bailey following but much calmer than before. Gracie’s mouth dropped open as she looked around the room, and I had to admit it still took my breath away, too.
The entire wall opposite the bed was glass, overlooking the Hollywood Hills and LA like an all-seeing eye. The carpet was white, the walls were white, and the bedding was also white—Gracie’s favorite color.
“Rooms should be calming,” she had told me when we decorated. “I don’t like huge pops of color when I’m trying to rest.”
A charcoal throw was draped over the end of the bed, along with a few scattered pillows. That was about all the color she allowed in here.
“Through those doors is our walk-in,” I told her. “The one on the left goes into the bathroom.”
She nodded. “Okay.”
“I’ll... I guess I’ll leave you to it,” I said awkwardly. “I’ll just be downstairs if you need me.”
Gracie bit her lip and nodded, and I retreated from the room, closing the doors behind me. I took a deep breath, putting my face in my hands. Gracie was here, back home in our house. In our room.
Our room.
We hadn’t discussed sleeping arrangements. If I was honest, we hadn’t discussed much. I would take up one of the guest rooms. The last thing I wanted was to make her feel uncomfortable.
My phone pinged as I walked downstairs, Bailey hot on my heels, and I pulled it out. A message from Kat lit up my screen, and I smiled.
K – Can we come by? We should have a nice dinner. It might be good... to not be alone on your first night together. Let me know.
The thought of having to endure any more awkward silences had me quickly replying to Kat, asking her to come over with the band. The more people we had in the house to fill the gaps, the better. I felt unnerved, vulnerable, and unsettled, and the one person I would turn to in a moment like this was currently upstairs with no memory of me whatsoever.
I doubted she’d want me to crawl into her lap and have her stroke my hair the way she had so many times before.
I bit the inside of my cheek and headed to the kitchen.
I had a meal to cook.

I had settled on pizzas and fired up the pizza oven outside, making a base for each person coming by. I was glad for the distraction throughout the afternoon while Gracie remained upstairs. She was either sleeping or hiding, but I wasn’t going to push it. If the room was her safe place, then I wouldn’t take that from her.
Bringing my glass of wine to my lips, I allowed the liquid to soothe my fraying nerves, the dark red tones in the glass warming me from the inside. My gaze drifted to Bailey, flopped down in his bed by the glass door, his brown eyes looking sad as he watched me.
“I know, buddy,” I muttered, setting down the glass. “I get it.”
He sneezed and immediately got to his feet, scampering over, his little nails clipping along the marble as he approached with an excited yip, happy to be acknowledged. He flopped down, offering me his belly, and I rubbed it, smirking as his tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. Gracie had been set on him ever since she’d seen his picture. As soon as we were told he was available, she’d packed the car and prepared us for a road trip to Vegas to pick him up.
Now she didn’t know him.
I heard the access gate buzz, knowing Kat, Todd and Jesse were here. They had the code to enter without me needing to do anything. I told Bailey to go back to bed before quickly washing my hands and straightening up the last of the mess I’d made chopping toppings. Everything had been separated into containers and was ready to go.
Pizza night had always been Gracie’s favorite. Nothing relaxed her more than a loaded pizza and a glass of red wine while she sat outside on the deck gazing over L.A.
No wine for her, though, given her current medications.
“Hello?” Kat’s voice carried down the hall from the garage, and I called back, letting her know I was in the kitchen.
Bailey sprinted off with a bark, and shortly after, I heard laughter and cooing from Todd and Jesse as the puppy intercepted them. When the group came into view, Todd had Bailey in his arms, Kat was clutching a bottle of gin, and Jesse was peering over Todd’s shoulder at the bundle of fluff in his partner’s arms.
“Hey, guys,” I greeted as they came in.
Kat set down her bottle with a soft smile and pulled me into a tight hug. “How you going?” she asked gently as she let me go. Todd clapped me on the shoulder, and Jesse shot me a wink as he swiped an olive from a container.
“I’m fine, I guess.” I tapped my wine glass and sighed. “I would be lying if I said things weren’t awkward.”
“Where is she?” Todd asked as he set Bailey down and went to wash his hands.
“She’s upstairs sleeping. I think.”
Jesse leaned across the counter, scooping up a glass and my open bottle of red, pouring himself a drink with a sigh. “At least she’s home and no longer in that god-awful place. I hate hospitals.”
“Agreed,” I muttered with a scowl. “The food was terrible there. It is good to be back on home soil.”
“Has she been asking questions?” Todd asked, picking at a piece of cheese. “How much does she remember?”
“None of it,” I said flatly, taking another sip of wine. “Her latest available memory is literally of her going out to celebrate some girl called Amanda’s birthday back in 2018. In her mind, she’s still with Dane, she’s still speaking with her family, and she’s definitely not out of the closet.”
“Fuck me,” Kat muttered under her breath, glancing at Todd with wary eyes. They shared a look, and I frowned.
“What?”
Todd made a face, and Kat nodded. “Look, Gracie… she was a different person before she met you. She… I mean, you know she struggled with her sexuality. She always wanted to be ‘normal.’ She didn’t want to face who she was… even after she broke away from her family. Like, she tried, you know? But she was still dating guys, sometimes girls… well, the girls were more like hookups… but she had a totally different personality—”
“What Todd is trying to say,” Kat cut in with a frustrated tone, “is that we’re just not sure what version of Gracie is going to present itself here. You know, at her core, she was a good person, but, damn, she struggled a lot with her mental health and accepting herself. Shortly before she met you, something changed; we don’t know what… but if she’s been dragged back as far as 2018, then whatever switch flicked in her, well, that’s gone.”
I clutched my glass and tried to keep my breathing level. Gracie had never opened up much about her past. She gave me the footnotes: her breakup with Dane and leaving her family, but she’d always said her past was her past and didn’t want it staining her future. I’d never pushed it. Then again, back when we first met, I was so emotionally inept that much of the work in our relationship had centered around that before we fell into the comfortable bliss of two people who loved each other and had been together long enough that you thought you knew everything about that person.
“Um, hi.”
Gracie’s voice broke us all out of our quiet, pensive silence, and we looked over to see her approaching the kitchen. She had pushed back her curls with the gym headband she always wore, but she was still in the same clothes from earlier today. Seeing her standing there, in my sweater, clutching the sleeves nervously... it took everything in me not to go over and take her in my arms.
She always looked so perfect.
“Gracie,” Kat greeted warmly, and I saw Gracie relax a fraction. “Welcome home!”
“Uh, yeah,” Gracie laughed nervously as Bailey fussed around her sock-clad feet. “Thanks.”
“So good to have you home, G,” Todd said with a grin, wrapping his arms around her. “We missed you.”
Gracie’s look of surprise remained as she stood there awkwardly in his arms. “Yeah. Um. Uh, what’s for dinner?”
“Oh!” I realized the question was directed at me, and I found myself flustered under her hazel gaze. “We’re doing homemade pizzas… it’s, uh, your favorite.” I could feel a red flush creeping up my neck, and I avoided eye contact with our friends as they tried not to stare between us.
“My favorite?” Gracie asked in surprise, her brows raising before they furrowed. “Okay, that’s new to me. I like pizza.”
My heart sank.
“You were definitely exiting your sushi-girl era when we first met,” Kat told Gracie with a friendly wink, nudging her friend’s arm. “These pizzas are to die for, trust.”
“So, G,” Todd chimed in as he came around the counter, eyeing the pizza bases, “have you been through FLIX yet? Have you seen how famous we are? I mean, we opened for Ed Sheeran a few months ago. Epic, right?”
Gracie’s cheeks paled, and she toyed with the sleeves of my sweater again. “Yeah, I saw. Um, crazy. I don’t know what’s more shocking... uh, me in a band or that I’m in a band that opens for Ed Sheeran.”
“We’re just too good,” Kat sighed dramatically.
“I was really shocked to see I’m friends with Camila Binachi.”
Todd scoffed, shaking his head. “No, babe, trust me, you are not her friend. Well, I mean, you were warming up to her, but after she shredded poor Lennon’s heart, you were ready to burn her house down.”
Gracie blinked in confusion. “Who’s Lennon? Oh, the blonde girl, right?”
Jesse grinned at me. “You and Lennon have actually gotten pretty close over the last few months. Anyway, there was all this drama with Camila and Lennon, because they were fake dating on that TV show, American Superstar. You can read about it all online. Anyway, long story short, you were so pissed at Camila.”
“Oh.” Gracie appeared in a daze as she tried to take in Jesse’s clumsy storytelling. “Weird. I always had a crush on her during Blue Crest High.”
My brows shot up with interest—that was news to me.
When Gracie had first found out about my list of clients, she’d hardly blinked at Camila being one of them, and then, after the whole Lennon and Camila fiasco, Gracie had, indeed, been ready to tear Camila apart. Had she hidden her crush, and why?
I decided that was the least of my worries.
“Okay, everyone,” I announced. “Pick a base, add your toppings.”
It was instinct more than anything when, as Gracie moved around the counter, I reached out and gently grabbed her arm.
“Do you want a drink or anything? We’ve got soda.”
She glanced down at her arm in surprise before looking back at me, and I realized how close we were, between the counter and the fridge. What I wouldn’t give to lean down and kiss her perfect Cupid’s-bow lips, to hold her in my arms and remind her she was mine. Every time I saw her in my sweater, it always sent a rush through me, and I realized what an idiot I’d been to pack it for her in the first place.
I let her arm go quickly. “I’ll get you a soda.”

By the time we had all settled on the deck, each with a steaming pizza before us—some half-eaten—Jesse had filled Gracie in on the Lennon and Camila saga. Her eyes were wide as she listened with rapt attention, enthralled by Jesse’s tale as he recounted everything from their first meeting to their reunion on this very balcony.
“Wow,” Gracie gasped, picking at her slice of pizza. “It sounds like a movie. I can’t believe all that happened. I mean, Camila obviously thought she was doing the right thing.”
Kat pursed her lips to hide her grin, and I busied myself with another slice.
“I mean, you certainly didn’t think that way when it all happened,” Todd snorted, wiping his hands. “In fact, your words to Camila when you caught her in Ash’s gym were literally ‘idiotic twat,’ but you’d been reading a lot of Harry Potter fanfiction, so the whole British insult could be blamed on that.”
Gracie frowned, looking confused.
“Harry Potter fanfiction,” Kat explained. “You finally let Todd expose you to the series, and then you found yourself in the deep, dark web of Draco Malfoy/Hermione Granger or Hermione/Ginny/Luna romances. It happens to the best of us.”
“I like Harry Potter?” Gracie questioned, pushing her mostly untouched pizza away. “I had always been more of a Twilight girl.”
Kat shrugged. “I mean, you definitely loved a bit of Bella/Alice fanfiction, but you vibed with Harry Potter. You couldn’t believe you’d gone so long without watching it.”
“It was banned from my house growing up,” Gracie explained. “I read the Twilight books in the school library. I do remember reading a lot of Alice/Bella fanfiction.”
“It must be crazy,” Todd sighed as he leaned back in his chair and tapped his wine glass. “Losing your memory. Like, I don’t know how I’d even cope if I woke up one day and couldn’t remember Jesse.” Todd reached out and threw his arm over his boyfriend’s shoulder. “I mean, if I woke up and Jesse was over my bed telling me he was my partner, like, no brainer—I’d be all up in that anyway.”
Gracie’s eyes flicked to me and then back down at her plate, and I held my breath. What had her thoughts been when she first woke up and saw me? For her, I was someone new... she didn’t even know we were engaged. What had her first impression been? What did she think of me then?
What did she think of me now?
Was she—did she find me attractive? Would Gracie even be inclined to look at me that way? We’d definitely had a rocky start when we met, but once we relaxed around each other... the chemistry had been off the charts. The first time I kissed her... my entire world had lit on fire, and when I’d taken her to bed...
Fuck, the memory was burned into my mind—her moans and the way she writhed beneath me, begging and pleading for more.
I cleared my throat and drained the rest of my glass. I’d always been physically attracted to Gracie, that had been obvious from the start, but once I got to know her, I fell hard for who she was as a person. Gracie had always said she’d found me intimidating at first. Did she feel that way again?
She’d found me physically attractive—it had taken ages to get her to admit it, but she was the kind of person who needed an emotional connection to be physically intimate. Although, based on Todd’s earlier words, I wasn’t sure that was entirely true.
“What were your thoughts when you first woke up?” Todd asked boisterously, his cheeks flushed from the wine, and I groaned inwardly. “Like, when you saw Ash, were you like—damn!”
Gracie’s lips thinned, a telltale sign of her discomfort. The second was the nervous touch to her hair and the way her hand dropped to her neck, subconsciously searching for the necklace that wasn’t there.
“Todd,” Jesse chided, “you’re being a dick.”
“I’m just curious,” Todd shot back with a frown. “I mean, when G first met Ash, it was all she could talk about. How hot she was, but what a moron she was, what she wore to their sessions—did her hair look okay? Gracie, you were floored from the very beginning with Ash.”
Gracie’s cheeks flushed, and not in a good way. Right now, sitting in her chair with narrowed eyes, thin lips, and red cheeks, she reminded me of the many times I’d put my foot in my mouth when we first met and how she’d closed herself off.
“Todd,” I cut in with a glare. “Enough.”
“What?” Todd demanded. “I’m just—”
“Excuse me.” Gracie pushed out her chair and hurriedly left. I threw my hand over my face while Kat groaned loudly. I watched through the windows as Gracie headed toward our bedroom, before my eyes dropped to her barely touched plate of food.
“Fucking hell, Todd,” Kat sighed with frustration.
“What did I do?” Todd asked, oblivious as ever as he reached for his wine.
“Oop!” Jesse cut in, placing a glass of water in his hand. “You’re cut off.”
“Boo!” Todd growled, but he took the water anyway and drained the glass.
“Well,” Jesse sighed, “I’d say we’ve done enough damage here tonight. Want some help cleaning up?”
“I’m good,” I muttered, biting my lip. “Thanks for coming around.”

An hour after everyone had left and the evening had been cleaned up, I climbed the stairs to our bedroom, Bailey trailing slowly after me. My palms were sweaty, and my stomach churned nervously as I crossed the landing toward the doors, knocking gingerly.
“Um,” came Gracie’s nervous voice. “Come in.”
I pushed open the doors and found her sitting in bed with her phone. She had found her pajamas, I noted—the teal-colored crop top and matching pants clinging to her body in ways that would have had me crawling across the bed to peel them off her.
That was before.
I moved my eyes to hers. “I’m really sorry about Todd. He had too much to drink.”
“It’s fine.” Gracie’s tone was short and clipped, and she glanced down at Bailey, who sat by her feet, staring up at her with a whine. She didn’t lean down to pet him, and I bit my lip.
“Um, did you need anything?” I asked anxiously, wishing she would look at me.
“Yeah,” Gracie snapped, her eyes flashing to mine. “Maybe next time, you could warn me that we’d be having a bunch of strangers over who would be cross-examining me at the dinner table.”
Her words sliced through me, and I gripped the door handle. “They’re not strangers, Gracie; they’re our family.”
“They’re your family,” she replied with a frown. “I have no idea who they are. Do you understand how—how disconcerting it is to sit around a table and have people tell you who you are?” Gracie got to her feet, folding her arms defensively. “To tell you who you like and don’t like? To have strangers tell you what your favorite food is?”
“I’m sorry, Gracie,” I rushed, anxiety flooding me. “I didn’t think—”
“No, you didn’t!” she snapped, her beautiful hazel eyes narrowed, her brow furrowed. “I—I am trying to come to terms with the fact that I have borderline zero relationship with my real family, that I am openly gay and engaged to a woman I don’t remember, and that I am in a band on the music charts. I brush shoulders with celebrities—I have friends I don’t remember and no answers to the ones who are missing that I do remember.”
I swallowed and took a breath. “I will answer anything you need answered.”
“Well, right now I need to be alone,” she clipped, and I nodded, biting the inside of my cheek as I forced the tears gathering in my eyes to stay back. She glanced down at Bailey before getting back into bed, dismissing me without a glance and dismissing her dog... whom she didn’t remember.
“B-Bailey,” I croaked, the emotion thick in my voice as I cleared my throat. “Come on.”
Bailey reluctantly followed me out of the room. I backed out quietly, closing the doors with a click, releasing the handle and stepping back a few paces, my hands shaking and my heart pounding as her words layered over me like a weighted blanket.
The first few tears fell, and I put my hand over my mouth as a sob built in my chest. I hurriedly made my way back downstairs, knowing where I had to go. My feet carried me toward the basement, where my home gym was. It was soundproof, an oasis where I could let my emotions go without fear of being heard.
As soon as I entered the room and closed the door behind me, I slid to the floor, the cries escaping, and I didn’t stop them. The anguish I’d been pushing down all day clawed its way out of my chest, and I let it. I hit play on my phone, which connected to the speakers, blasting “Arizona” by Charley.
Bailey, who had followed me in, wrestled his way into my lap and began licking the salty tears on my skin, his warm puppy breath hot on my cheeks. I allowed my fingers to weave into his soft curls, taking whatever comfort I could from the eager puppy, pouring my heart out on the basement floor.



CHAPTER 8

Back Then

Ashley
Gracie lay sprawled on the floor of my gym, grunting through her final set of crunches, her face pinched with determination as she pushed through the last ten. I counted aloud, my mind racing as I tried to figure out my next move. These crunches were wrapping up her workout, and I wasn’t ready to wait another whole week just to see her again.
My palms were sweating by the time I counted out her last crunch.
“Thank God,” Gracie groaned dramatically, letting her arms drop to her sides as she stretched out her legs, panting. “Those hurt. I think I actually prefer planks.”
I laughed. “Trust me, planks are definitely worse,” I replied, though my mind drifted back to the other night at the bar. She’d looked incredible in that red maxi dress, her bare shoulders catching the light… I ached to press my mouth to the dip just above her collarbone.
She pulled me back to the present as she rose to her feet, grabbing her water bottle. She lifted it to her lips, and suddenly, I was irrationally envious of a piece of plastic.
“Let’s go through some stretches,” I suggested, focusing on my device to ground myself. “Stretching is just as important as the workout.”
Gracie nodded, setting down her bottle and giving her mouth a quick swipe with her hand. “Sure!”
Gracie’s overall vibe toward me was warmer than ever. She’d been all smiles and laughter throughout our session, and I let myself feel a glimmer of hope that maybe I’d redeemed myself and still had a shot.
“Are you up for trying some partner stretching?” I asked, keeping my tone as casual as possible, hoping she didn’t see through me.
She raised her brows just slightly but shrugged. “Sure.”
I nodded, swallowing. “Partner stretching’s great for flexibility, and it lets me give you better feedback on your form and alignment. Let’s start with a back stretch.” I tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear and rolled my neck. “We stand back to back—yeah, just like that—and then interlock our elbows. Good. Now we both lean forward. You should feel a nice stretch in your shoulders and back. How’s that?”
“Really good, actually,” she replied, a grin evident in her voice. We held the stretch for about twenty seconds before releasing, and when Gracie turned to face me, she was still smiling. “What’s next?”
I cleared my throat. “Quad stretch. We stand side by side, like this, and hold onto each other’s inside arm for balance—yep. Then we bend our outside legs, just like that, and bring our heels toward, well, toward our butts.”
Gracie stifled a laugh. “Is that the official terminology?”
“Absolutely,” I replied with a smirk, trying to ignore the faint scent of vanilla lingering between us. “I’m a professional, after all.”
“Of course,” Gracie replied, her tone full of playful teasing.
We repeated the stretch for the opposite leg, and when we stood up, I noticed her cheeks were flushed. I couldn’t tell if it was from the workout or if being close like this was affecting her the way it was affecting me.
“Next, we’ll do a seated forward bend,” I told her. “You’ll sit on the floor with your legs out in front of you, feet touching. Reach forward for your toes, and I’ll gently press on your lower back to deepen the stretch. Sound good?”
Gracie blinked, then shrugged. “Sure.”
She sat down and reached forward as instructed, and I tried to ignore the rush in my ears as I knelt behind her, placing my hand on her lower back. Her aqua crop top had ridden up, and my fingers brushed against the warm skin beneath. My pulse quickened.
“Oh wow,” Gracie groaned softly. “That feels incredible.”
“Partner stretching is one of my favorites,” I admitted, holding her in place. “I actually run classes for it at the end of each group session here. All right, let’s release.”
“Your turn!” she chirped, an amused glint in her eyes as she stood. I settled myself in the same position she’d been in, and the moment her hand pressed against my lower back, it felt like an electric shock, her warmth practically searing through my tank top.
“How long?” she asked.
“Count to thirty,” I managed, leaning into the stretch.
“Wow,” Gracie murmured quietly. “I can’t bend nearly that far.”
“Practice,” I replied with a smirk, keeping my gaze on the carpet. “I’ve been doing this for years.”
When she released me, I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering how far I could push my luck.
“Want to try a hamstring stretch?” I asked, leaving the decision up to her. “You’ll lie down on the floor, and I’ll lift one of your legs to gently stretch it toward your chest.”
Gracie’s eyes sparkled. “Not sure how far back you’ll get it,” she warned with a grin as she stretched out on the floor with ease.
“You’d be surprised,” I said, lowering to my knees beside her and lifting her first leg. “Let me know if it’s too much. This one’s a stretch to ease into.”
She let out a soft laugh, and I raised an eyebrow. “Sorry,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m good. Let’s go.”
I gently pressed her leg toward her chest, watching as her eyes widened in surprise. “Oh wow, that actually feels amazing.”
“Think we can go deeper?” I asked, focused on her muscles, noticing a slight tremor in her leg. I was careful, not wanting to push her too far. She let out another laugh, clearly catching some unintentional double meaning.
“Gracie Starre,” I teased in a playful tone. “Are you being immature?”
A full giggle escaped her, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry—I can’t help it.”
I tutted and shook my head at her, though inside I was practically shouting in victory. If she felt comfortable enough to make jokes, then maybe—just maybe—I’d managed to climb my way out of the hole I’d dug during our first few encounters. This was a good sign.
We switched to the other leg, and I did my best not to let my mind wander to images of holding her just like this but in far more compromising scenarios. My mouth went dry at the thought—it had been way too long. Feeling Gracie’s soft, flexible body so close to mine was stirring all kinds of dangerously filthy images.
“Uh, sorry, Ash.” Guy poked his head in the door just as I released Gracie from the stretch. “Your induction appointment is here. You know…”
“Got it, thanks, Guy. I’ll be right there.” I turned to Gracie, offering her a hand as she stood up, doing my best to ignore the warmth spreading across her cheeks and up her neck. “This was a great session. I’m seeing real improvement in your form.”
She grinned. “Thanks!”
“I’ll see you next week, then?” I asked, trying to hide the slight disappointment that I’d lost my chance to set something up with her before then.
Gracie hesitated, biting her lip just a little. “Um, this might sound a bit strange, and you absolutely don’t have to say yes, but my friend Kat has been dying to sign up here. She asked me to see if you’d join us for a hike this week so she can... I don’t know, present herself as your next worthy client.” Gracie made a face, and I felt my heart dip slightly.
It didn’t seem like she was all that eager for me to come along, but then... it was an opportunity to see her before next week. To show her I was serious about making a better impression. Heck, if signing up her friend would help, I’d do it even without the hike.
“Sure!” I replied, doing my best to sound casual. “Just send me the details.”

We planned to meet up and hike Runyon Canyon.
It was a trail I often took clients to for cardio sessions when we needed a break from the treadmills, and if this was some kind of assessment for Gracie’s friend, it was a solid choice. The moderately challenging hike would take around an hour and a half, maybe two, depending on her bandmate’s fitness.
I’d agonized over my outfit for almost an hour before realizing how ridiculous I was being. It didn’t matter if I wore white or black—if I couldn’t keep control of my nerves, I’d end up saying something awkward to Gracie in front of her friend, which would be a disaster.
Finally, I settled on high-waisted black leggings and a black crop top with white geometric-patterned straps. I grabbed a lightweight jacket in case of a chill and laced up my well-worn hiking boots. I braided my hair down my back and threw on a black cap. After a quick once-over in the mirror, I knew I looked good and was ready to go.
Now, I stood at the start of the trail, water bottle in hand and my phone tucked into the pocket of my leggings, waiting for Gracie and her bandmate, Kat, to arrive. Glancing at my watch, I noted they were already ten minutes late. I wrinkled my nose; I had appointments later and couldn’t afford to delay this hike for too long.
“Hey!” Gracie’s familiar voice made me spin around.
Her usual wild curls were tucked into a neat bun beneath a worn pink cap. She wore a loose tank top with a black crop underneath, paired with black gym shorts and pristine new trainers that made me wince slightly.
Runyon Canyon had some rough patches, and new shoes were bound to be unforgiving. I made a mental note to keep an eye on her.
Then I realized she was alone.
“Hey!” I greeted, hoping she hadn’t noticed the long once-over I’d just given her. My gaze had lingered on her legs a little too long. “No friend?”
“No,” Gracie sighed, shrugging. “She woke up feeling sick. I... I still felt like hiking, though. Would you have preferred I canceled? I wasn’t sure what to do.”
Lucky me that she didn’t. I spread a warm smile across my face.
“No way,” I assured her. “I’m always up for a hike. I’m glad you came anyway.” I glanced at her empty hands and frowned. “Did you bring a water bottle?”
Her face fell, and she groaned. “Oh crap, I knew I forgot something.”
I chuckled, shaking my head. “Don’t worry. I’ll share if you’re okay with it. This bottle’s huge, and the lid’s big enough to use as a cup.”
“Thanks!” Gracie smiled—that new, softer smile she’d been giving me lately. I swallowed, trying not to let the butterflies in my stomach flutter all the way up to my throat.
“Well, let’s stretch a bit, and then we can get going.”
Fifteen minutes into our hike, Gracie was animatedly telling me about an upcoming gig her band had planned and how they’d been arguing over which songs to include. It was fascinating hearing her describe the dynamics between her bandmates and what each of them brought to the table.
Todd, according to Gracie, was the epitome of organized chaos. He handled most of their scheduling while they searched for a new manager—the last one had been fired after making a pass at Kat just a week ago. Kat, she explained, was like a floating ball of light, someone who seemed carefree but was never to be underestimated. She was smarter than she let on and always two steps ahead of everyone.
In my opinion, Gracie seemed to be the real leader. She wrote most of their songs, sang lead vocals, and could play a range of instruments. She was the glue holding them all together.
“How did you all meet?” I asked, grinning as I watched her eyes light up with excitement.
“We all worked at this really crappy restaurant in West Hollywood.” Gracie rubbed a bit of sweat from her forehead. “Kat was the one who brought us all together. We were all a bit lonerish, which is probably why we bonded so fast. Like, I’d just left home and ended things with my boyfriend.”
Boyfriend.
“That sounds like a lot to handle all at once,” I said, trying to keep my tone light while mentally kicking myself. It’s not like I knew for sure if she was into girls—she could be bi, which was perfectly fine.
“It was,” she admitted, her eyes clouding over at the memory. “Honestly, I should’ve ended things with him sooner. He was a really great guy... but I was the problem in that relationship. I was in serious denial about my sexuality. I didn’t want to accept the truth about my... preferences. I ended up hurting a lot of people while trying to figure myself out.”
“It’s not an easy conversation to have,” I murmured, thinking back to when I’d come out to my grandparents. I’d told them about a year after my parents died, and they’d tried to chalk it up to the trauma of the accident. My sister barely spoke to me for six months, with no real explanation why.
“No, it’s not,” Gracie replied, sighing regretfully. “My parents nearly lost it. We’re talking now... somewhat, but it’s obviously not the same. It probably never will be.”
I was about to ask how her parents had reacted at that moment when she suddenly stumbled. Her shoe rolled over a rock, the lack of grip sending her forward. With a shocked gasp, she fell hard, sprawling onto the ground and grabbing her ankle with a pained groan.
“Shit!” she cursed, teeth clenched as she winced in pain.
“Gracie!” I knelt beside her, my hand going to her ankle just as she reached to pull off her shoe. I stopped her quickly. “Don’t take it off. Your foot’s going to swell, and you won’t be able to get it back on. Looks like you rolled your ankle.”
“Feels like it,” she muttered, leaning back with a grimace. Her knees were scraped, small beads of blood forming steadily. “This is so typical me.”
“It could happen to anyone,” I assured her, picking up my water bottle. “Let me rinse these cuts, okay?”
She nodded, and I poured water over her knees, making sure there wasn’t any dirt or debris. “I can’t believe I might have a rolled ankle. We’ve got a gig tonight.”
“Could you perform sitting down?” I asked, handing her the water bottle. “You can’t afford to have two of you out, after all.”
Gracie looked at me, confused, before taking a sip.
“I mean, with Kat being sick and now you with a bad ankle,” I clarified, biting the inside of my lip.
A blush crept over her cheeks as she nodded quickly. “Oh, right—Kat. She’ll just have to take some Tylenol and push through. This is an important gig... looks like I’ll be on a stool.”
I took the water bottle back, watching as she toyed with the necklace around her neck, her blush spreading down to her collarbone as her gaze shifted everywhere but at me. Was Kat actually sick? Or was this hike never meant to be for the three of us?
Gracie’s eyes finally met mine, her smile a little nervous. “I don’t think I can walk.”
Subject change.
I capped the water bottle and glanced at my watch. We’d only been hiking for thirty minutes. “It’ll be quicker to turn back instead of continuing. We’ll get you some first aid sooner too. I’ll carry you.”
Gracie’s eyes widened. “It’s a long way back.”
“I’ll take breaks if I need to,” I assured her, handing her the bottle. “You hold this, and I’ll pick you up.”
I didn’t give her a chance to protest or come up with other options—not that we had many. In one smooth motion, I swept my arms under her legs and around her back, lifting her with a smirk. I lifted heavier weights daily in the gym—this was nothing. She felt light as a barbell in my arms.
“You’re so light,” I told her as I took the first step, catching her quick intake of breath. “Put your arm around my shoulder; it’ll give you better support.”
Gracie did as I suggested, her cheeks tinged with a color that didn’t fade.
Well, then. My suspicions were fully confirmed, and I felt like a fox in a henhouse as I began the trek back, carrying Gracie Starre in my arms, feeling like some kind of hero. I’d come to her rescue twice now—was it something she actually enjoyed?
She’d certainly warmed up to me since last time. Maybe this little incident would help break the ice even more.
“Did you always want to be in the fitness industry?” Gracie asked, her face so close to mine it made my pulse quicken.
I swallowed and nodded. “Always. Physical activity has fascinated me since I was young. Then one morning, I walked out and saw my mom working out to some woman on TV—you know, those aerobics videos?” Gracie nodded, and I continued. “I just remember looking at that woman in spandex on TV and thinking, I want to do that.”
Gracie let out a small laugh, her eyes lighting up. “I remember my mom doing those videos too. Sometimes I’d try to join her, but I’ve never exactly been the most coordinated... which might explain my current predicament.”
I smirked and tightened my hold on her slightly. “The upside? I’m getting both strength and cardio in today. Not a total loss.”
“I’ve never really been good at anything,” Gracie admitted, her eyes widening as if she were just realizing it herself. “Except music. I always treated it like a hobby, but it was the only thing that felt natural. My parents wanted me to follow a more ‘sustainable’ career path, so I tried for a while, but oh my God—it was mind-numbing. I tried college. I did admin work at my dad’s company, and it was so tedious. I couldn’t picture myself doing that forever, waking up every day just to sit in front of a computer.”
I grimaced. “That sounds awful. I couldn’t do it either. I like working with people, helping them reach their goals. Every day feels different.”
“Yes!” Gracie agreed enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I love—every day being different, never knowing where it’ll take you.”
Like today, I thought to myself.
Never in a million years had I imagined carrying Gracie Starre off the Runyon Trail, let alone having her laughing and chatting in my arms like this. She was so different from the guarded, standoffish girl who’d first shown up at my gym a few weeks ago.
“Will you be able to drive?” I asked when we reached the end of the trail and had her ankle wrapped. Her shoe dangled from her hand, and she balanced on her good foot.
“Yeah,” she said with a smile. “It’s an automatic, and my accelerator foot’s fine.”
I nodded, wrapping my arm around her waist to help her as we made our way to her car. She leaned on me to keep weight off her twisted ankle, and I couldn’t help savoring the feel of her skin against mine. I hadn’t felt attraction like this in years—this spark with Gracie was something entirely different... and just maybe she felt it too.
“Do you—would you like to come to my gig tonight?” she asked, pausing as she opened her car door and turned to face me.
I raised an eyebrow, surprised, as I considered my schedule. “What time’s the show?”
“We go on at nine,” she replied, brushing a loose curl from her eyes. “It’s at Patty’s in West Hollywood.”
“I know it,” I said with a grin. “Yeah, I can make it.”
Gracie smiled, a blush creeping up her neck as her fingers toyed with the necklace around her neck. “You can bring a friend if you want. Roommate. Girlfriend. Whoever—it’s an open invite.”
My heart jumped. Was she fishing, or was I overthinking it?
“It’ll just be me,” I replied with a smirk, feeling a sudden wave of confidence settle over me. “I live alone. No roommate.”
Or girlfriend, I added silently, holding her gaze. Her hazel eyes looked a little flustered, and I knew then I was right—she’d been fishing. Suddenly, everything clicked into place. I didn’t need to stumble around with her; dating was something I knew how to handle. And judging by the nervous way she kept twisting her necklace, she was teetering between flustered excitement and bolting like a deer in headlights.
“I’ll see you at nine, Gracie Starre,” I said, my voice dropping as I took a step back from her car.
Gracie swallowed, then slid into her seat, flashing a grin. “I’ll be the one on stage. Just look for the giant tambourine.” She started the engine, glancing back at me one last time. “You’re good in a crisis, Ashley Morgan.”



CHAPTER 9

Gracie

Right Now
The house felt heavy with silence when I woke the next morning. Sunlight streamed through the wall of glass opposite the bed, thanks to my failure to close the curtains last night. I propped myself up on my elbows and squinted at the view, letting out a gasp. Los Angeles stretched out before me, the Hollywood Hills making me feel as if I were looking out of some all-seeing eye.
My head ached, and I rubbed my temples, then sank back into the plush pillows cradling my skull. I had slept like a rock, but it had taken me at least two hours to doze off, my mind spinning over my outburst with Ashley before sleep finally claimed me. Now, the guilt weighed me down, and I grimaced.
She hadn’t deserved it. I had just felt so overwhelmed at the table, so bombarded by people… those unfamiliar faces looking at me, telling me what I liked and didn’t like, or how they’d act if they lost their memories—as if anyone could know or understand what that felt like.
I had felt like the third wheel on an intimate date. Stories were told, and laughter filled the space, and it had all sounded like a foreign language to me. Then, when Ashley had come up to check on me with that goddamn patient expression, those concerned eyes—I snapped.
The words had poured out of me in a sharp rush, as if releasing them would somehow make me feel better.
It hadn’t.
I felt worse, as if I’d been left exposed, like one of those dreams where you walk into a room and realize too late that you forgot to put on clothes. I was left feeling vulnerable, embarrassed, and guilty.
I’d woken up with a hangover and hadn’t even indulged in the drinks.
I knew Ashley was trying—trying to bridge the gaps in my memory and trying to make me feel comfortable being in this house with her. I swallowed at the memory of the look on her face as I’d thrown those efforts back at her last night, harsh words in a frustrated outburst that didn’t fix anything; it just made that gap wider.
It was just so hard to accept that this was my reality now. I felt like I was playing catch-up on a complete stranger’s life. How was I supposed to bounce back from this if my memories didn’t return? How was I supposed to believe I belonged here, with this woman in a successful band, engaged to quite possibly one of the most attractive women I’d ever seen?
I was still back in 2018, on the cusp of starting this journey, and it felt like I had gone forward in time and was being given a glimpse of what my reality could look like. Everything was so shitty back then. I wasn’t open about my sexuality, I was cheating on Dane with Amanda, and I was failing school.
But now…
I grabbed my phone and opened it again, that insistent tug within me driving me once more. How did I get from there to here? I scrolled through all my photos again, my heart feeling heavy as my thumb moved through memories that didn’t even light a spark within me. I went through my contacts, checked all my DMs, and even searched my notes app on a mission to find some sort of clue, some tidbit of information on what went down with me and Amanda and why I had erased her.
But there was nothing, and it seemed as if I had just scrubbed her from my life. Nothing more than a wisp of smoke slipping through my fingers. We had been close… despite all the toxic shit, we’d been friends before we’d started up our thing. I hesitated to outright look her up—if we ended badly and I accidentally followed her or liked something, I didn’t know what sort of chain reaction it would cause, but surely it couldn’t be good.
The screen lit up with a text, and I blinked, refocusing as I read the banner of the message.
M – Morning, honey. Just checking in. How are you today?
I closed my eyes and took a shaky breath. I’d gone through my phone so thoroughly once I’d gained the courage, and scrolling through my mother’s messages over the last five years had been… eye-opening. It was hard to reconcile the concern in her messages after the accident against the messages before or the last memory I had of her standing over me in the kitchen, dismissing and laughing at my dreams, telling me I should be more like Narelle.
The strain between Ashley and my family made more sense the more I read. The family didn’t approve of my relationship with her—that much had been easy to piece together. We were civil and polite, and we talked off and on… but that bond I thought I had with them? It’s as if it disappeared overnight—as soon as I did something off the careful path they’d been paving.
It had been disappointing to read, but the dots had been easy enough to connect. My heart tightened at the messages I had sent over the last few months, pleading with my mother to attend the engagement party. I had one reply from her, declining, and the rest had gone unread. I’d stopped reaching out, and she never messaged; those were the latest messages until these recent, concerned ones.
I didn’t know how to feel about it.
I tapped out a quick reply, telling her I was fine, then set the phone aside with a sigh. Eventually, I’d need to talk to Ashley and get more details, but I needed to apologize first, as awkward as it might be. She was likely the key to unlocking my memories, and I didn’t want to alienate her.
I swung my legs over the side of the bed, picking up the oversized sweater I’d worn yesterday and pulling it over my thin pajama top. I reveled in the softness against my skin. It was warm and swallowed me whole. I had worn it home from the hospital yesterday, and it gave me a feeling of security—I couldn’t explain why. The writing on the front was faded, almost gone, and I couldn’t make out what it said.
First, I needed coffee and something to eat—both of which I knew I’d find in the kitchen downstairs. I just hoped the coffee machine I’d spied yesterday wasn’t as complicated to use as it looked.
The house was quiet, I noted as I entered the kitchen. Apart from the gentle hum of the fridge, it felt like I was the only one here. Bailey wasn’t scampering around my feet or clawing at my legs for attention, and I couldn’t see Ashley anywhere. My gaze stopped on a photo stuck to the fridge, and I looked closer at it.
I stood holding Bailey just above me, laughing up at him as he squirmed, his tongue poised to hit my nose. I never thought I’d be a dog person, but here I was—another anomaly in my new life.
I turned my attention to the coffee machine, relieved to find it easy to work, and the soft gurgling of the machine was relaxing. The smell filled my nose as I took a steadying breath, filled my cup, and headed toward the patio doors, where the sun streamed through the glass panels.
I felt a sense of déjà vu as I opened the door and stepped onto the wooden deck, my eyes zeroing in on an egg chair suspended from the ceiling. I gravitated toward it, climbing in and curling up as I held my coffee mug between my palms, breathing in deeply and letting my gaze drift over L.A.
For a brief moment, I felt three things: calm, contentment, and familiarity.
There was a part of me that could almost imagine this life being mine—that this was part of my morning routine, something I’d been doing for years. The sprawling city, the sunlight spilling over the hills and casting the skyline into a hazy glow, warmed me inside. I shook my head in disbelief at the mansion I was living in.
This was mine—or ours. It was alarming to note how much had changed in five short years.
A high-pitched yelp startled me just as I settled deeper into the chair, followed by Ashley’s voice in the distance calling out, “Bailey!” My eyes darted to the stairs at the side of the deck, and only a moment later, a small, excited ball of fur bounded onto the landing, sprinting toward me. I hurriedly set my coffee down on the table beside the chair before he flew into my lap.
“Oof!” I caught him in my arms as he squirmed, little grunts and whines escaping him as he scrambled over me. His little claws dug into the exposed skin at my neck as his tongue slathered across my face, his breath hot, tail wagging wildly behind him. “Okay, buddy,” I mumbled through tightly pressed lips, terrified his tongue might make it into my mouth.
I held him a little ways back, and he squirmed, an excited yip escaping him as his feet dangled in midair. I looked into those eager brown eyes, the happy open-mouthed expression on his face, and I felt myself thawing, my heart warming at this cute ball of fluff.
He was adorable.
Hurried footsteps echoed up the stairs, and Ashley scrambled to the top of the landing, clutching a black leash attached to a small harness. She looked out of breath as she doubled over, wearing sleek black workout clothes and a cap pulled low over her blonde hair. The outfit clung to her toned, strong body like a second skin. There was no denying she was attractive—just the intimidating kind of attractive.
“Sorry,” she said, cheeks flushed from exertion. “He’s still got crazy puppy energy, and you’re his favorite person.”
I smiled, trying to avoid any awkwardness.
“So weird seeing you sit there,” Ashley continued as she stood upright.
I raised a brow as Bailey jumped out of my lap. “Oh?”
“You always sit there every morning with your coffee,” she told me, her eyes tightening a little, her expression shifting to something I couldn’t place. She was probably thinking back on last night and how I lost it over being told what I used to do.
“I’m sorry,” I rushed out. “For last night. The way I snapped—I was just feeling so overwhelmed by everything. I—I...” I bit my lip and rubbed my face. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Ashley smiled softly and shrugged. “Look, neither do I. This whole situation is... well, it’s not normal, is it? I shouldn’t have had everyone over like that. If I’m being honest, I was really nervous last night. It was your first night back, and I was too on edge to be alone with you.”
I raised my brows at her honesty—I liked that.
“Maybe we can,” I cleared my throat, “just put it behind us. Start again?”
Ashley’s eyes were hopeful as they met mine, and I held my cup tighter. “I’d love that. I’ll—I’ll get started on breakfast.”
I watched as she darted inside, Bailey hot on her heels, and I took a breath before getting out of the egg chair and heading back into the house. Ashley shuffled around the kitchen, gathering what she needed to cook, and I perched on a stool at the counter, eyeing her thoughtfully.
She was attractive, but I had never been with a girl as good-looking as her. Her long blonde hair and high cheekbones were unnerving enough, but her blue eyes—they were something else. Whenever she held my gaze, I felt my stomach tighten, and I couldn’t tell if it was because I was nervous, because she was practically a stranger, or because she was my soon-to-be wife who knew more about me than I did right now.
She had the upper hand—I didn’t like it, and that was likely why I was so quick to turn on her.
I was threatened.
“How did we meet?” I blurted out, abandoning my coffee mug on the counter and clasping my hands beneath it as anxiety raced through me.
Ashley practically winced as she cracked an egg over a pan. “Um—okay, so this story doesn’t really put me in the best light. Um, we laugh about it now... but I don’t think you’re going to find it very funny given... well, you don’t remember everything after.”
Curiosity filled me, and I was eager to know, especially after a cryptic opening like that. “Tell me,” I encouraged, tapping my fingernails on my glass.
“Well...” Ashley’s voice was a little high as she let the eggs cook, her back to me, but I could see the tense line of her shoulders and a red flush creeping up the side of her neck. She cleared her throat. “So, you were performing with your band, the Wiser, at The Halfway one night. I was out celebrating a client my gym had landed with some friends and colleagues.” She went quiet, flipping the eggs before grabbing the packet of bacon. “I saw you on stage, and I was just... mesmerized. You were doing a cover of I Got You Babe, and you looked so... free and happy, like there was nothing in the world that could weigh you down.”
I tried to picture it, tried imagining the scene she was describing, but the memory stayed elusive, hovering just out of reach yet feeling like it was on the tip of my tongue.
Ashley turned to face me as the bacon sizzled, her eyes a little softer. “You were dancing around with this tambourine—it was like you owned the world. You just radiated this happiness that I wanted to bottle.” Her cheeks flushed further, and I noticed how she tightened her hand on the spatula. “I was captivated,” she muttered, quickly turning back to the stove.
My palms sweated at the way she described it, how she explained what she felt when she first saw me. She was so… so raw and honest, holding nothing back even if she felt uncomfortable. It was unnerving, getting an honest response. I wasn’t used to it. Trying to draw an honest response out of Amanda was like trying to draw water from a rock, and Dane and I didn’t really talk about feelings.
“I got really drunk as the night wore on,” Ashley explained with a sigh as she plated the food. “When you finished your set and went to the bar, I saw it as my big moment.”
Her nose crinkled as she set a plate of bacon and eggs in front of me, her cheeks flushed. She quickly turned to grab her own plate. Intrigue filled me at her obvious discomfort.
“I approached you at the bar like an idiot and basically acted like a total sleaze.” Ashley set her plate across from me at the counter, stabbing a piece of bacon and refusing to make eye contact. “I said your dress looked amazing, but then something stupid like, it would look better on my bedroom floor.”
It wasn’t what I was expecting, and I barked a shocked laugh, clapping my hand over my mouth. “You didn’t really say that, did you?”
Ashley cringed at the memory, regret all over her face as she set down her fork. “Honestly, I still randomly think about that moment to this day and die a little inside. I found a way to make it funny, especially after we got together and you saw the humor in it, but, God, sometimes that memory is the one that randomly floats into my head when I’m trying to go to sleep.”
I snorted a laugh, relaxing at the counter as tension left my shoulders. “Did that comment seriously win me over, though?”
“God, no,” Ashley said, shaking her head. “You threw your drink at me and left.”
I blinked. “No way.”
“Yes way,” Ashley said with a soft laugh. “I deserved it. My friends thought it was hilarious, and I tried to play it off. Oh my God, so embarrassing. Anyway, you actually ended up winning a competition I was running for my gym. It was a year’s free membership with a one-on-one personal training session once a week. One of my trainers, Rex, had you on his rotation, and I couldn’t help myself. When I saw that you were the winner, I took you on my own schedule.”
“Oh, that’s crafty,” I said with a breathless laugh, enjoying the story. “Did I give you a hard time?”
Ashley’s lips twitched, and she shrugged. “It was nothing I didn’t deserve. I almost blew that chance too,” she muttered.
“How?” I prompted, feeling an odd excitement, as if I’d begun to watch the memory unfold.
Ashley’s cheeks tinged again, and I found myself enjoying it. “I just made stupid comments. Innuendos. It was really unnecessary. You clearly didn’t find any of the behavior charming, and I realized it was borderline pervy. You missed a class—I hated it. I reached out with an apology, and you left me on read. Then I bumped into you at The Halfway again. A guy was harassing you, and I, uh, put him down. Gently.”
I frowned, curiosity clawing at me. “Put him down?”
“Like, put him in a headlock and maybe squeezed hard enough that he almost lost consciousness,” Ashley explained casually as she sipped her orange juice, Bailey whining by her feet for bacon.
I blinked at her—she didn’t look especially strong. She really took down a guy? “I thought that kind of stuff only happened in movies.”
“Usually, it does,” Ashley said with a casual nod, “but specifically trained people can also do it, and I’ve been specifically trained.”
I blinked twice, looking at my plate. “Oh.”
That’s how she won me over, I told myself. I was a sucker for being a damsel in distress; it had been the same when I met Amanda. My car had a dead battery in the campus parking lot late in the evening. Amanda had been there, saved the day—and that was how we’d met. It hadn’t taken us long to strike up a friendship and then—
“I have to go to the gym today,” Ashley told me, cutting through my thoughts. “I have a few sessions to oversee, but I won’t be gone long. Did you want to come or just hang out here?” The relaxed tone from storytime had disappeared, and she was back to looking awkward, sounding nervous.
No, going to the gym with her felt like I was being watched, like a child.
“I’ll hang out here,” I said with a shrug, trying to appear relaxed and casual but feeling anything but.
“Sure,” Ashley said with a smile. “I haven’t given you the tour yet, but I mean, just wander around. Explore. Your studio is in the basement, down that hall there—the door is painted blue.”
“Studio?”
“Yeah,” Ashley told me as she took our empty plates, rinsing and stacking them in the dishwasher. “You have a music studio where you and the band record. We converted half the basement for it—it’s amazing. You’ve cut both your albums in there.”
Shock filled me, and I looked at Ashley, shaking my head in wonder. “I really did it, then,” I found myself saying, feeling both sad I couldn’t remember and extremely proud of myself all at once. “I really did the music thing.”
“You did,” Ashley told me, that genuine smile reaching her eyes once more. “You still are. You told me music is muscle memory, something that comes from your soul, not your mind. I have no doubt you’ll pick it all back up the moment you touch an instrument.”
Warmth filled me at her words, something I hadn’t expected to feel, and I gave her my own small smile. Okay, so Ashley was nice and not remotely like those girls who had run around calling me Hermione Granger. That was a point in her favor, plus she was honest. She left shortly after that, and suddenly it was just me again in the house, only this time with Bailey sitting by my feet, staring up at me like I was all that mattered.

The house was quiet, with only the subtle hum of silence hanging in the air as I wandered from room to room. Every corner was unfamiliar and foreign, yet it all somehow carried the faintest trace of me... of us. As my feet brushed along the marble floors and my hands ran over the crisp walls, I was in awe. I lived in a goddamn mansion. This house was mine, yet I felt like I was wandering through the home of some luxurious stranger, borrowing their life for the day.
I was drawn like a magnet to the framed photos I found on walls and mantels. Almost all of them showed Ashley and me together, laughing, smiling, and leaning into one another as if sharing a secret only the two of us understood. In other photos, we were pictured with friends—Todd, Kat, even Camila, her arm thrown over the pretty blonde girl I was told I’d been getting close with, Lennon.
All the photos caught my attention, but the ones that truly floored me were the shots of me alone. I was either staring down into the camera with an expression that made me look like I owned the person on the other end, brimming with a bold confidence I never dreamed of having.
One particular photo stopped me in my tracks, and I let out a small breath. A candid shot of me on stage, printed in black and white, tambourine in hand, my mouth open mid-song, face aglow.
Who are you? I pleaded with myself again, a phrase that had become all too common lately.
A small, wet nudge at my leg reminded me I wasn’t alone, and I glanced down at Bailey. He’d been following me around for the last forty minutes, trotting at my heels or getting caught underfoot when I stopped too suddenly. I looked into his soft eyes and sighed.
“What do you think, little buddy?” I mused aloud, leaning down to touch his silky ears. “Do you know who I am? ’Cause I sure as hell don’t.”
Bailey let out a yip and a little grunt, spinning in circles on the spot, and I grinned before continuing down the hallway... toward where Ashley had said my studio would be. The room with the blue door—why blue? I wondered.
My hand lingered on the handle, and I paused, unsure why. I felt as if I were trespassing, but on what? It was my studio, after all, right?
My studio... my mind fumbled over the thought, and I shook my head, pushing open the door and stepping back as if something were about to jump out and get me. An irrational thought, I reminded myself, as I began to descend the stairs into the space, my footsteps sounding too loud, Bailey racing down ahead of me with a well-practiced run.
Overwhelming—that was my first thought when I pushed open the second door and entered the studio. The entire space was a mix of rich fabrics, an array of polished instruments, and state-of-the-art equipment, but it was more than that—it was my Pinterest board. The board I’d curated in my final year of high school and through college when I fantasized about owning a space like this.
It was meticulously arranged and organized. Plush couches lined the walls, a huge soundboard sat behind glass paneling that looked into the studio, and every available space seemed filled with instruments: guitars, drums, and a grand piano. I eyed a violin perched in a stand, and my eyes narrowed.
My fingers itched.
I swallowed and moved my gaze to the walls, where framed posters hung, concert dates and setlists printed in bold letters beneath pictures of the band. My band. The Wiser. My stomach flipped at the sight of one of the posters displaying our name beneath Ed Sheeran’s—a promotional piece for his tour, when we had apparently opened for him.
A strange feeling settled within me, leaving me dizzy with equal parts pride and grief. I didn’t need my memories to understand what this room represented; it was both a workspace and a shrine to the achievements the band and I had reached. I bit my lip as tears pricked my eyes.
What a ride this must have been… and I couldn’t remember any of it.
Why had my mind chosen to take me back to one of the worst times in my life and erase everything that must have been so good? Why was I stuck in a time when I lived with my parents? Why had I been taken back to Amanda, probably one of the worst mistakes I’d ever made? Why was I back to Dane?
No part of that life felt good to me. A heavy lump of anxiety settled deep within me, and I rubbed my face. The girl in those photos upstairs—how had she become so happy, so carefree, and how long had it taken her to get there?
“Come back,” I whimpered softly, covering my face and shaking my head. “You’re in there somewhere. Come back. Claim the life you built.”
I don’t know how long I sat there, lost in the suffocating emotions of pride and grief, but the sound of footsteps on the stairs jolted me back to reality. I dropped my hands and spun around in shock just as Kat appeared, grinning widely when she spotted me.
“Hey, love,” she greeted as she stepped inside, carrying a brown grocery bag, her eyes sparkling. “I see you finally found our lair. Pretty impressive stuff, huh?”
I managed a small smile, her energy rubbing off on me despite the heaviness in my heart. “Yeah,” I murmured, looking around. “It’s just so… I can’t believe it’s real.”
Kat laughed and sank into a sofa with a heavy sigh. “Oh, it’s real. Blood, sweat, and tears went into this—most of them yours. You poured your heart and soul into The Wiser, G. Every note, every lyric. The fans came for you first.”
I looked down at my hands, her words bringing both pain and comfort at the same time. “I feel like I should remember it—how does someone forget all these amazing things, you know? This life I live… I don’t know how I got here.”
“Hey,” Kat said, and I glanced up. “Memory or no memory, babe, you put in some hard fucking work to get where you are. You made a commitment to yourself to become the person you wanted to be, and you did it. We’re all here to help you get back there, one way or another.”
Tears filled my eyes, and I nodded, swallowing thickly as I whispered, “Thanks.”
“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked, waving me over, and I moved to sit on the couch. “You looked a wreck when we left last night, and I can’t imagine Todd and his fat mouth helped you in any way.”
I let out a breath of surprise at her question. “I’m okay—frustrated.”
“Of course you are,” Kat muttered as she opened the brown bag and pulled out a small box, hurriedly opening it to reveal a cake covered in white icing. She handed me a cardboard fork before spearing her own right into it. “Todd was warned not to be too... Todd.”
She piled a chunk into her mouth, and I watched her with surprise... and mild concern.
“Don’t ask,” she huffed. “I’m going through stuff too, okay?”
“Oh?” I asked with interest, tentatively taking a piece of cake with my fork. “I am desperate to not talk about myself. What are you going through?”
Kat launched into a tale of a date she’d been on the night before with a guy she met on Badoo, and I couldn’t resist cutting in to tell her that the first problem was she’d been on Badoo of all apps. She glared at me, took another stab of cake, and continued her sordid story.
Her date had taken her to the movies and asked if, since he was buying the tickets, she could buy the snacks. Kat had been totally fine with it because, why should he pay for the whole date, right?
“But then,” Kat said, eyes wide, “this man proceeds to use a staff discount, because he fucking works there, but refused to use it on the snacks because I was the one buying them. Movie snacks are not cheap, Gracie!” Kat scoffed and shook her head. “Why do I keep going out with morons?”
Kat spoke without a filter, and I found myself relaxing. She was calm and easygoing, talking to me as if we were old friends... and I guess we were. She’d been in my life since I moved out of home, from what I’d been told. I was still her best friend, even if I didn’t remember her, and she treated me like it.
I found myself lulling into a sense of security. She wasn’t going to launch into a “remember when” story or bring it up at all. It was what I needed, and I found myself fully able to engage with her as my unease about my life began to float away. I felt so comfortable with her that I nearly considered asking about Amanda... if she knew her, or what had happened. But I hesitated.
I’d kept Amanda a secret from Ashley—would I have even told Kat? I didn’t have the courage to find out.
“It actually reminded me of this one time I went on a date with this girl, and it was supposed to be this cute little picnic thing,” Kat explained, setting down her fork. “She was really sweet at first, but about half an hour in, she literally started naming our future children. It was wild. I had to SOS a friend to get me out of there.”
Laughter bubbled up, and I shook my head. “You’ve had some interesting experiences.”
“You haven’t heard anything yet,” Kat said with a laugh. “This one time, I got asked out by a girl while I was in line for the toilets at a club. I decided it was probably best to just start the date then and there. When I went home with her, her entire bed was covered in stuffed toys, and her mother lived in the basement downstairs.”
I gaped at her. “No way.”
“It gets worse,” Kat cried with laughter. “Her mom came upstairs and offered us dental dams. This woman was literally wearing a bright pink fuzzy dressing gown, and her damn hair was in rollers!”
I let out a snort of shock and horror, picturing this woman in a dressing gown with rollers in her hair, climbing the stairs to offer her daughter a dental dam. I laughed so hard a wave of dizziness hit me, and I clapped a hand to my head as the laughter faded and nausea washed over me.
“G, you okay?” Kat asked carefully, placing a steadying hand on my arm.
“I’m—sorry, I just got really dizzy,” I muttered, blinking to steady myself. Kat’s story lingered in my mind, and I was fixated on the image of the woman with rollers in her hair and a bunch of fuzzy stuffed bears. “That was hilarious,” I told Kat. “I haven’t laughed that hard in—I mean, I don’t know when.”
“I’m pretty funny,” Kat preened with a smirk before moving the cake to the table near the couch. “You all good? Want water or anything?”
“I’m fine,” I assured her, waving her off.
“Okay, good,” Kat sighed in relief as she settled onto the couch, snatching up a cushion and hugging it to her chest. “Because I am not equipped to handle any medical emergencies, okay?”
“I promise you won’t have to handle any medical emergencies.”
“Okay, good,” she huffed before whipping out her phone. “Can you listen to something I’ve been putting together? I’m not sure how I feel about it on piano.”
I was startled by the shift in conversation, but she hit play before I could say anything.
Piano chords drifted from her phone as she closed her eyes and laid her head back, fully immersed in whatever she wanted my opinion on. I wondered what sort of opinion I could give her... I wasn’t heavily into music—or at least, I hadn’t been. Well, apparently, now I was.
Only in your eyes
That’s how you see the world
Immovable and hard
Unable to pull yourself out and up
And see the Earth from the sky
Always telling me to keep my feet on the ground
Too busy looking at the world through rose-colored glasses
But I’d rather see the world in hues of pink
Than inky greys
Kat’s voice was the perfect combination of rough and husky, fading out as the piano took over once more. Her fingers tapped on her thighs as she listened, a small frown on her face as she took in the words she had likely written.
And tell me ’cause I’d like to know,
Why’d you come and dim my glow
You said it’s what had lured you most
Now my heart is chipped and gray,
The pink hues now dull even in the light of day
I frowned as the music washed over me, almost mournful as it played. I found myself wondering how it would sound with a gentle backing of violin, what it would do to the sound...
You made fun of my upside-down world
It’s opposite day every day
It’s a safe place for everyone to be their own
Colors splashed against the walls
Chaos there in every form
You tried to put your gray mark there too
And tell me ’cause I’d like to know,
Why’d you come and dim my glow
You said it’s what had lured you most
Now my heart is chipped and gray,
The pink hues now dull even in the light of day
The piano cut off, and my eyes snapped open as Kat sat up with a deep breath.
“That’s as far as I’ve got with it,” she said with a sigh. “What did you think?”
“I liked it,” I answered honestly. “What’s it about?”
Kat smirked and folded her arms. “A piece of shit ex who really tried to tear down my world. I’m finally ready to write about him. Any suggestions?”
A violin, I thought, but I bit the inside of my cheek. Should I really be giving advice? This wasn’t what I did... Who was I to tell her, an established musician, what her track needed?
“I like it how it is,” I said, digging my nails into my palms.
“Okay,” Kat said with a grin as she tucked her phone away. “So, fuck one, marry one, and kill one—Fletcher, G Flip, and Chappell Roan?”
I frowned. “No idea who any of them are.”
Kat’s eyes widened in horror. “Fuck, okay. It’s fine. I can fix this. Buckle up, babe. I have like five years’ worth of queer-as-fuck information to impart. I hope you don’t have plans. Clear your calendar.”



CHAPTER 10

Back Then

Ashley
When I rolled up at Patty’s, I was surprised to see a few familiar faces from my client list. It wasn’t unheard of, but a gathering of celebrities in one place usually hinted at something big. Gracie had texted to let me know she’d put me on the list, so I got through the door without waiting in line.
It was five minutes to nine, and I knew Gracie would be hitting the stage soon, so I headed to the bar to grab a drink and scout out a good spot to watch.
Patty’s had only opened last year, a hotspot owned by a wealthy socialite who ran a few exclusive bars around town. The vibe was distinctly industrial, with polished hardwood floors, exposed beams, and black wrought-iron accents everywhere. The stage sat at the front of the room, directly across from the bar, so I took a seat on a stool with a clear view.
“Martini with a twist, please,” I told the bartender as he approached.
“Ash?”
I turned, beaming when I recognized the voice. It was Frankie Miller, an up and coming actress, former one night stand, and now a client at the gym. “Frankie!” I greeted warmly, pulling her in for a quick hug. “How are you?”
“I’m good,” she replied with a smirk, running her fingers through her shoulder length hair. “Just landed a role in a new TV miniseries, so I can finally afford your gym rates. Looks like you’re doing well for yourself, too.”
I shrugged nonchalantly as I took my drink from the bartender. “I’m doing okay. Want a drink?”
“Yeah, vodka tonic, thanks.” Frankie settled onto the stool next to me, adjusting her very low-cut blouse with a smirk. “So... you here with anyone tonight?”
Out of nowhere, a flush crept up my cheeks, and before I could control it, Frankie noticed, her eyes narrowing with curiosity. “What’s that look about? And why is it on Ashley Morgan’s face?”
I sighed, taking a long sip of my drink before answering. “I’m sort of... trying to pursue someone.”
Frankie blinked in surprise. “To take to bed, or... something more?”
“More,” I admitted, glancing sideways at her.
“Damn.” Frankie groaned dramatically. “It’s happening. Half the girls on my ‘fucked-or-to-be-fucked’ list are either getting into relationships or getting married. Now you?”
I shot her a look. “One, I don’t need to hear about your list—I’m obviously at the top. And two, that’s what happens, Frankie. Maybe it’s time you slow down a little, too. At this rate, you’ll run out of girls in L.A. and have to double-dip.”
She rolled her eyes. “Please. Even the straight girls end up gay after one night with me.”
I snorted over my drink, shaking my head. “It’s been too long, Frank.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Frankie waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t change the subject. Who are you chasing? Because she’s got you pulling out the big guns in that outfit.”
I caught my reflection in the mirror behind the bar and had to agree. Tonight, I’d let my long blonde hair fall in soft waves down my back, looking like I’d had an effortless blowout—when in reality, it had taken me forty minutes and a ton of hair rollers to get it right. I was wearing high-waisted black pants, my tallest stilettos, and a barely-there lace camisole that might expose more than intended if anyone looked closely enough. I’d layered it with a black blazer, cinched a belt with a diamond-encrusted buckle around my waist, and completed the look with a long silver drop necklace, the teardrop pearl resting perfectly between my collarbones.
“Is it too much?” I asked, taking another sip of my drink.
“Not at all,” Frankie replied with an appreciative smirk. “I’d definitely sleep with you—and I don’t usually go for a second round with the same girl, so that’s saying something.”
“I’m honored,” I replied dryly.
“So, who is it?” Frankie pressed, her eyes gleaming with curiosity as she held her drink.
I sighed, finally relenting. “You know the band performing tonight?”
“The Wiser?” she asked, raising a brow over her glass.
“Yes. I’ve been training their lead singer, Gracie Starre, at the gym…”
“Wait, not the girl who ditched her drink on you at The Halfway?” Frankie demanded, her eyes lighting up with excitement. “Don’t look so shocked—you had to know that story would make the rounds.”
I chuckled and nodded. “Fair point. And yeah, she’s actually giving me the time of day.” I launched into the story about the hike that was supposedly for her friend Kat, who never even showed, the fall, carrying Gracie out of Runyon Canyon, and her invite to the gig tonight. “So... what do you think?”
“Oh, she definitely lured you into that hike,” Frankie replied with a smirk. “It’s a classic move. Respectable, though, considering she doesn’t seem like the player type, more of a relationship girl. And congrats, by the way—you turned that drink incident around better than I expected.”
“Thank you,” I said, preening a little before rolling my eyes. “But I have no idea what comes next.”
“Oh, I do,” Frankie said with a serious expression. “You take her home and make sure she never even glances at another woman again. It’s the Ashley effect—it took me at least a week before I was ready to look at anyone else.”
“Frankie!” I snorted, giving her a playful shove. “It’s not like that. I mean, sure, I’d love nothing more than to end the night between her gorgeous thighs, but… I need more than that. There’s just something there, something I can’t even explain to myself. I need more.”
Frankie let out a low whistle, shaking her head. “Well, looks like it’s time to hang up that dental dam and pass the crown. You are officially no longer Hollywood’s most eligible lesbian.”
“Jesus, Frankie,” I laughed, shaking my head. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a booming voice echoed through the microphone on stage, capturing our attention. “Thank you for coming out tonight! We’ve got a lineup of fantastic artists for your listening pleasure, but let’s start things off right with The Wiser!”
The room erupted in applause, and Frankie and I joined in, raising our glasses as the band took the stage. Todd made his way to the drums, while Kat settled behind the keyboard, looking remarkably healthy.
“So sick,” Frankie muttered with a snort.
Then Gracie joined them onstage, and my breath caught. She was wearing a flowing silver maxi dress that seemed to shimmer under the lights. The billowing sleeves and deep V-neckline had me wondering if we’d be risking a wardrobe malfunction at any moment. Her wild curls were partly braided, with flowers woven through the ends, adding an ethereal touch to her look. Her makeup tonight was darker than usual—smoky eyes and deep plum lipstick that made her look downright magnetic.
Silver bangles lined her arms, and she held a sleek black violin, casting a fierce gaze over the crowd. I wondered if she could pick me out among the sea of faces pressing forward to get closer to her.
“She is smoking,” Frankie sighed, sounding almost regretful.
“How y’all doing tonight?” Gracie’s voice drifted through the microphone, a blend of husky sultriness that left my mouth dry. “We’ve got a really cool show planned—some covers, some originals. We want to see you all down here dancing and having fun, alright?”
The crowd’s cheers echoed around us as Gracie threw her head back, laughing with a carefree abandon that sent a thrill through me. She raised her arms, her sleeves billowing like wings, before bringing the violin to her chin and lifting her bow.
I leaned forward, listening carefully until I recognized the melody. It was “Die Young” by Chappell Roan. Todd kept a gentle beat behind her, but Gracie owned the stage, carving magic out of every stroke of her bow, her eyes closed and brows knit in concentration.
I was floored.
I’d never seen anything like it. She danced around the stage, her violin an extension of herself, pulling it away only to belt into the mic with everything she had. I was transported back to the first night I saw her play—the night I’d made a complete fool of myself, caught under Gracie Starre’s spell, needing to know her.
But now I knew more. There was so much complexity behind the girl on that stage, glimpses she’d shared during our hike today. I saw someone still carrying guilt over the way things ended with her ex, someone navigating a strained relationship with her parents. And yet, here she was, captivating a packed bar in West Hollywood, performing like she was on her own world tour. A girl who’d started off disliking me, only to lure me into a fake hike just to get me alone.
I downed the rest of my drink and glanced over at Frankie, who shook her head, eyes wide with amusement.
“You are so screwed, dude.”
I had to admit, Frankie was right. Forty-five minutes later, Gracie’s set was over, and she was gliding toward me, the crowd parting as if she were royalty.
“You came,” she said, a radiant grin lighting up her face.
“I did,” I replied, grinning back. I noticed her gaze drop quickly, taking in my outfit, before shifting to Frankie, who stood beside me. “Oh, this is Frankie Miller.”
Gracie offered a friendly smile—one I was getting used to seeing—and extended her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Gracie.”
“Oh, I know,” Frankie purred, taking Gracie’s hand and lifting it to her lips, lingering just a little too long for my comfort. “I’ve heard all about you, Gracie Starre, but the real thing is even better. That was an incredible performance—I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Gracie flushed but kept her composure. I noticed her clasping her hands in front of her, hiding them within her flowing sleeves, and inching just a bit closer to my side. Maybe it was nothing… or maybe it was something. My stomach tightened at the thought. Her hazel eyes flitted to mine, a mix of excitement and nervousness shining through.
“Well, well.” A familiar voice broke through, and a warm arm draped around Gracie’s shoulder as Kat joined us. “Ashley Morgan,” she said, meeting my gaze with a knowing look. “I’ve heard plenty about you. Looks like you managed to stay dry tonight.”
I smirked at the challenge in Kat’s tone, meeting it head-on. “I see you’re feeling much better.”
No, I didn’t miss the flash of panic in Gracie’s eyes as she looked at her friend.
“Oh, yeah,” Kat replied smoothly, waving a hand dismissively. “Nothing a few shots of tequila couldn’t fix. So, you’ve been training G at your gym?”
“I have. Are you still interested in signing up? It’s pretty exclusive, but I could make an exception.”
Kat laughed, clutching her chest theatrically. “You know, I’ve been thinking about it, and that form of exercise isn’t really my style. I prefer my cardio… elsewhere.”
I grinned and then turned to look ar Gracie. “How’s the ankle?”
She smiled and shrugged. “It seems okay – I must have just jarred it.”
Frankie chuckled from behind me, tapping the bar. “Drinks, everyone?”
Twenty minutes later, we were all nestled into a booth at the back of the bar, with a new band performing onstage. Nowhere near as good as The Wiser, if you asked me. Todd had his arm casually draped around an attractive blond guy whose name I had forgotten, Kat was deep in conversation with Frankie, and I had Gracie’s full attention—just the way I wanted it.
She was animated as she spoke, her eyes bright yet furrowed thoughtfully as she shared a story about The Wiser’s very first gig together. It had been a college frat party thrown by a friend of Kat’s. Todd had gotten too drunk to keep up on the drums, Kat had come down with a stomach flu, and Gracie’s guitar string had snapped mid-song.
Now, there was laughter in her eyes as she recounted it, but I could only imagine the frustration and knock to their confidence it must have been at the time.
Gracie Starre was a natural performer and a captivating storyteller. She could turn a simple story into a show, and I wondered if it was her way of handling nerves. I’d noticed in previous interactions that whenever she seemed uncertain, she’d go into performance mode, and tonight was no different. Her gaze would flit between meeting mine and glancing down at the table, her fingers fidgeting with her bangles or running through her hair. All the while, she edged closer to me in the booth, maybe without even realizing it.
Every so often, her tongue would dart out to wet her lips, her eyes trailing down to my mouth before meeting mine again. She was giving every sign of being interested, yet I held back. I didn’t want to misinterpret anything—especially not after making a fool of myself once before. I wanted her to make the move. I couldn’t risk it.
“Hey, should we head down to Herald Haus?” Todd asked, leaning forward with eager eyes. “It feels like a fire pit and drinks kind of night. This vibe isn’t cutting it for me.”
“Yes!” Gracie cheered, turning to me with a bright grin. “Want to come?”
Truthfully, I’d go anywhere with her.
“Absolutely,” I said, smiling.

“I was so mad the day I saw you in the gym,” Gracie admitted as we settled into our seats around the outdoor fire pit at Herald Haus. The others had taken over a pool table inside, diving into an intense competition that may or may not have been strategically planned to leave us alone. “When I walked in and saw you, I realized I had two choices.”
“And what were those?” I asked, resting my head in my hand, leaning back in my chair, and getting lost in her hazel eyes.
Gracie tugged her bottom lip between her teeth, and I did my best to ignore the effect it had on me. “I could turn around and leave. I almost did.”
“Of course,” I replied, giving a solemn nod before taking a sip of my drink.
“Or... I could go in and, you know, suss you out a little.”
“Suss me out?” I raised an eyebrow, trying to keep my tone light. “Why would you need to suss me out, Gracie?”
Her cheeks flushed the slightest shade of pink, and she mirrored my position, leaning her head on her hand as she looked right into my eyes. I could almost feel her gaze peeling back my layers, as if she could see past my facade and straight to the real me.
“I had a thought about you,” she admitted, attempting a casual shrug that didn’t quite mask the curiosity in her eyes.
“Oh really?” I asked, a playful edge to my voice. “What kind of thought?”
“I don’t know,” she mumbled, glancing away for a second before meeting my gaze again. “It was more of a... ‘huh’ kind of thought. Like I couldn’t quite figure you out, and I guess curiosity won out.”
“In a good way, I hope.”
“Well, it was a bit shaky there at the beginning,” she admitted with a smile, and I cringed at the memory. “But I kind of started to understand you a little. You have this way of deflecting serious situations with humor—or, should I say, inappropriate humor.”
“Ah,” I groaned, feeling the sting of embarrassment. “Yeah, I definitely have that habit. I’m, uh, working on it.”
“You haven’t really put your foot in it since then,” she said, laughing softly. “Honestly, that night at the bar, I was already in a terrible mood. I had other stuff going on, and you were just... the last straw. It wasn’t fair of me. I do apologize for throwing a drink in your face.”
“I deserved it,” I replied, my tone flat. “I wish I could’ve thrown a drink in my own face.”
“We’ve all done dumb things,” Gracie muttered, a distant look in her eyes. “Trust me.”
“It’s human nature,” I agreed. “We do dumb things, even when we know they’re dumb, and then complain about the consequences later. In my case, I go through a whole period of self-destruction, but... I’m working on that too.”
Gracie fell silent, her gaze thoughtful as she swirled her drink. After a moment, she looked up, her voice gentle. “You mentioned your parents’ memorial that day... when you told me about everything with your sister. When did they pass?”
I steadied myself, working to keep my breathing even, but it was a challenge with her direct question bringing it all back. Still, I’d opened this door, and if whatever this was between us continued, it would inevitably come up again. I took a fortifying sip of my drink, hoping it would help me keep it together.
“When I was sixteen,” I began softly, my voice almost swallowed by the crackle of the fire in the pit, “my parents were taking me to a summer camp run by this fitness institute. We’d made a road trip out of it—it was one of the best times we ever had. My older sister begged to stay home, so it was just the three of us. We were almost there when a truck crossed into our lane.” I paused, tightening my grip on my glass. “The driver had a medical episode, they said. My dad swerved to avoid him... and we went off the road.”
“Oh, God,” Gracie whispered, her hand drifting to my knee in a comforting gesture. I worked to hold back the prickling of tears, refusing to let myself unravel on what was, in its own strange way, a first date.
“I don’t remember much of the actual crash,” I continued, shrugging slightly as though it would shake off the weight of the memory. “Apparently, we rolled, but I blacked out. I woke up sometime later to my mom screaming. I was pinned in the backseat by our luggage and couldn’t move. We’d ended up balanced on the edge of a cliff.” I shook my head, feeling the car’s stifling heat, the creaking of metal, and the sickening sway, all as if it were happening right now.
“That must have been terrifying,” Gracie whispered, her voice barely audible as her fingers tightened on my knee.
I took a steadying breath, staring into my glass for a long moment. “It was the scariest moment of my life,” I murmured, my voice barely above a whisper. “Listening to her scream... and the sound of the car, creaking, moaning. Eventually, she just stopped screaming, but she kept making this awful wheezing sound, like every breath was a struggle. I... I listened to my parents die right next to me, trapped there until help came. By the time they did, I was delirious; I barely remember what my dad was trying to say to me, or even when they... when they passed.” I paused, swallowing hard. “I walked away with a broken leg and a few cracked ribs. The physical stuff healed, but the rest... that’s never really gone away.”
Gracie’s face softened, her eyes widening as she gently asked, “What about your sister?”
I sighed, pushing down the lingering ache that surfaced whenever I thought of her. “She blamed me for their death,” I said flatly, trying to detach myself from the flood of emotions rising within me. “Told me it was my fault, that if I hadn’t begged them to drive me to camp, they’d still be alive.”
Gracie’s eyes flashed with empathy. “That’s... that’s unbelievably harsh.”
I looked away, nodding slightly as I drained the last of my drink, the bitterness matching the pain that clenched my chest. “It’s the truth, at least according to her. That was what our big fight was about at the last memorial. It took her over a decade to tell me how she really felt.” I clenched my jaw, the old familiar ache settling in. “I hate those memorials. I know they’re important to her, but for me... I don’t want to keep reliving that day.”
“Of course not,” Gracie said gently, squeezing my leg a little in an attempt to comfort me. “Has she ever apologized?”
“She tried once,” I said, my skin prickling as a chill settled over me. I felt myself pulling back, retreating inside as Gracie’s warm, understanding gaze lingered on me. I didn’t like how much I’d already shared; being this open was dangerous. Vulnerability was how you ended up with a shattered heart—and I had enough of that experience to last a lifetime.
“Hey.” Gracie reached out, gently tilting my chin until I met her gaze, her tone soft but steady. “Don’t close off—I can see you doing it. We don’t have to talk about it anymore.” She gave me a reassuring smile before signaling a passing waiter. “Can we get another round, please? Thanks.”
The waiter took my empty glass, and I felt the familiar urge to run starting to subside as I watched her, feeling more grounded. Her presence was calming.
“Okay,” I said, clearing my throat, feeling a little lighter. “Your turn, then. What kind of trauma has a chokehold on you?”
Gracie tipped her head back and let out a throaty laugh, and I couldn’t help but let my gaze slip to her neck, imagining the softness of her skin there, how it would feel to press my lips against it.
“Honestly, I had a pretty standard upbringing,” she admitted with a little shrug. “Nothing stands out as particularly traumatic—though I did go to an all-girls Catholic school, so sometimes I find random hymns running through my head and catch myself worrying about the length of my skirt.” She gave a self-deprecating smile that made me laugh. “I grew up pretty privileged, though. My dad owns a bunch of businesses, and my mom was always busy with something. In our early years, she was super involved in my schooling and activities. Now she’s all about running the church choir—she spent half my teenage years lobbying for that spot.”
“You grew up surrounded by religion, then?” I asked, genuinely curious.
“Yeah,” she murmured, her gaze distant. “It wasn’t that my parents were overly strict, but they were—still are—very active in the church. All my schooling was in Catholic schools. So, coming to terms with myself was... hard. I buried it for years. In high school, I just avoided dating entirely. Then, my first year of college, I met my ex, Dane. He was a really wonderful guy—honestly, too good for me. He had that golden-boy thing going on: brown hair, blue eyes, athletic, smart, polite—everything you’d want in a guy. I was so desperate to be ‘normal’ that I latched onto him. And my sister, Narelle, kept making these little comments about how weird it was that I’d never had a boyfriend, which only made me more paranoid. I was terrified she’d figured me out, so the second Dane showed me some interest, I locked him down.”
I laughed, recognizing that panicked expression in her eyes. “I totally get that," I told her, smiling when her eyes widened. "After my parents passed, I got shipped off to live with my grandparents in this dusty little Kansas town. I’d just started coming to terms with being into girls when one of the cheerleaders waltzed through the locker room half-naked after a game, and, well... let’s just say I had the same reaction every pubescent teenage boy has.” I grinned, shrugging. “Full on lady boner.”
Gracie giggled, her cheeks flushing slightly. “We had it a little harder than kids do now, didn’t we? I mean, not nearly as rough as the generations before us, but it wasn’t exactly an open topic when I was in high school. I remember this one girl in my class was accused of being a lesbian, and she got bullied so relentlessly that her parents unenrolled her. The other girls refused to sit with her at lunch... and I’m ashamed to say, I went along with it. I was just so terrified it could be me, you know?”
"Yeah, I mean, your environment plays a huge role in how you act," I said, shrugging. "Especially as a teenager. If you don’t feel safe, you’ll just blend in until you do. I started having suspicions about myself around thirteen. I remember freshman year—all my friends were so boy-obsessed, and I couldn’t imagine anything worse. But when my best friend back then, Jackie wanted to practice kissing I was more than happy to help her out.”
Gracie burst out laughing just as the waiter arrived with our fresh drinks.
“I wish I’d talked to my mom about it,” I admitted, stirring the orange garnish in my drink with my straw.
“Do you think they would’ve been okay with it?” Gracie asked softly.
I nodded, feeling certain. “Yeah. They were pretty laid-back people. But back when I was a teenager, realizing I was different felt terrifying. I wasn’t ready to talk about it. Now, looking back with a more grown-up perspective, I know it would’ve been fine.”
“I’m envious,” Gracie said with a sigh. “When I see those parents at Pride offering ‘mom hugs’ or ‘dad hugs,’ I just ache for this other life I could’ve had—one where I wasn’t stuck in constant turmoil, hating myself because of the environment I grew up in, you know?”
I nodded, understanding all too well. Living with my grandparents had felt like stepping back into an unyielding, outdated world.
“A little over a year ago, I finally told my mom that I liked girls,” Gracie said, her voice dropping to a more subdued tone. “And I’d known for a long time—this wasn’t just some passing phase.” She paused, looking down at her glass as if the memory still stung. “She and I were always close, so keeping something like that from her was... hell, honestly. When I finally told her, she just brushed it off, called me ridiculous, and then proceeded to give me sex tips with Dane in case that was the issue.” Gracie grimaced, and I almost choked on my drink, struggling to keep a straight face.
“I told her it wasn’t that,” she continued, her expression turning pained, “that this was who I’d been for a long time.”
The sadness in her voice hinted at where this was going, but I still found myself asking gently, “How did she take it?”
“Ugh,” Gracie groaned, running a hand through her wild hair. “She didn’t take it well. Told me it couldn’t happen under her roof and that I should keep it to myself. Basically warned me I’d lose everyone if I acted on it openly.” She shook her head, a flicker of pain in her eyes. “It was such a messy time—I ended up moving out, and Dane and I broke up.”
“Do you talk to her—your family, I mean—at all now?” I asked, watching her closely.
Gracie shrugged, letting out a heavy sigh. “Off and on. It’s not the same, though. I go around for family events and stuff, but it feels... distant. Dad still lectures me on why music’s a bad idea, tells me it’s not a stable career, and tries to get me to work for him. And Narelle—well, she’s Narelle. She just does her best to survive our family like I do.”
“Family is the worst,” I muttered, feeling the warmth from my drink as I finished it. “You could go a few rounds with them in the ring and still give them a kidney if they needed it.”
“Exactly.” Gracie laughed, though her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “It’s the most complicated feeling—loving and hating people at the same time.”
“That’s why I try not to be too hard on people,” I said with a grin. “And I never trust a first impression. Everyone’s got their own stuff going on—everyone’s the main character in their own story. It’s not my place to play judge and jury.”
Gracie ran her tongue over the salted rim of her glass, and I tried not to let it distract me. “I wish I could be like that, but I’m way too opinionated,” she admitted, letting out a soft sigh. “I tend to judge first, then think it over, and eventually come around. That’s how you ended up wearing that drink when we first met.”
I smirked, feeling my courage surge, and let a hint of flirtation slip through—just enough to pull her closer without pushing too far. Slowly, I traced my fingers along her wrist, letting them dance up her arm as I said, “And because I don’t judge a first impression, I made your assigned instructor step back so I could take over your classes at the gym.”
Gracie blinked, looking momentarily dazed, her lips parting slightly as goosebumps rose on her skin. “Y-you don’t usually take personal training sessions?”
I shook my head with a wicked grin, letting my hand trail farther up her arm, lingering at her shoulder before resting at that delicate point between her neck and collarbone, marveling at the softness of her skin. “No,” I said, my eyes locking onto hers. “Only for celebrities.”
“Oh,” she murmured, her gaze flicking from my eyes to my lips, her throat bobbing as she swallowed. My thumb brushed gently along her neck, feeling her pulse quicken beneath it.
“I had a thought about you too, Gracie,” I said, my voice dipping as I edged closer, the fire crackling beside us and the cool night air wrapping around us in a gentle breeze. I gave her a second, just enough time to pull back if this wasn’t what she wanted, but she held still, her breath hitching.
Then I closed the distance, bringing her lips to mine, and in that moment, my mind went blissfully silent, as if someone had flicked off a switch.
The usual torrent of thoughts swirling in my mind faded, zeroing in on one simple truth: how incredibly good it felt to be kissing Gracie Starre by a crackling fire. She was soft and responsive, her lips parting to welcome me in a way that made me feel as if I’d been invited into something private and profound. The taste of her gin and tonic lingered sweetly on her tongue, adding a hint of zest to the kiss, and I decided right then that I wanted to be unforgettable to her—a kiss she’d never compare with anyone else.
The air between us buzzed with electricity, as if the fire wasn’t just beside us but inside us. Gracie kissed me back with the same intensity, her hand settling over my wrist, where it rested lightly against her neck. When I gave a subtle squeeze, she let out the softest moan, and it sent a thrill through me. For now, this was enough. But there was no mistaking—I wanted more.
If we weren’t in public, I’d waste no time laying her down and savoring her like she was my last meal. The thought alone sent a fresh wave of heat through me, but this kiss confirmed that what I felt for her was more than just physical. Sure, the attraction was undeniably intense, but I genuinely liked her. She was the most authentic person I’d met in L.A. in a long time, never hesitating to call me out on my shit. The way she’d grabbed my face earlier, told me to get a grip—God, that had me undone.
Her tongue danced with mine, then surrendered, and I smirked against her mouth, nipping her bottom lip just enough to make her gasp. Finally, I pulled back just an inch, letting us catch our breath.
“Wow,” Gracie whispered, her breaths short. Her hazel eyes searched mine, wide and vulnerable, like a deer in headlights—and damn if that didn’t just make me want her all over again.
“Let me take you out,” I murmured, letting my hand drop from her neck to toy with the half-moon pendant resting between her collarbones. “On a real date.”
She looked at me, nerves flickering across her face, and I was glad. I wanted her a little off-balance. Up until now, it felt like she held the upper hand, but I knew how to woo a woman. Only, I didn’t just want to impress Gracie—I wanted to keep her. Lock her down. But obviously, one step at a time, starting with a date.
“Okay,” she agreed, biting her lip before letting out a giggle. “My brain is basically static right now.”
I chuckled softly and let go of the pendant, my hand drifting up to cup her cheek. Her eyes fluttered closed for a second before she refocused on me. She was so damn receptive to touch—it was a relief to have crossed that line without another drink getting thrown in my face.
“Hey!” Kat’s voice rang out from the doorway, making us both turn. “If you two lovebirds are done getting frisky out there, want to come in for a game of pool?”



CHAPTER 11

Ashley

Right Now
It had been three days since Gracie came home, and while the time had gone fast, it also felt as if I were running a marathon. Three days of tiptoeing around this fragile new reality, one that had almost been shattered after that dinner the first night home. She had been so—so angry, and I could understand why, but it had caught me off guard.
She had never yelled at me before—at anyone.
A stark awareness settled over me when I woke the following morning in the guest bedroom downstairs. Gracie was looking at our world now with a cracked lens. Really, she was the same Gracie—she smiled the same way, held her coffee and crossed her legs in the same egg chair, closing her eyes on that first sip just as she usually did. But there was something that couldn’t be ignored, like a tune just slightly off-key. Her essence was the same and yet…different.
A fresh ache built in my chest as I toyed with the band of my engagement ring, the cool metal doing nothing to ground the growing anxiety inside me. She had taken her ring off. At some point since arriving home, she had removed it, her finger now strangely bare. It was her right—she didn’t…well, she didn’t know me. She didn’t owe me anything, and yet the absence of that small symbol of commitment…felt colossal to me.
I didn’t say anything—I didn’t know what to say without making things even more awkward than they already were. I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable and add to the growing distance between us. I wanted her to still feel comfortable talking to me…asking questions in that soft, tentative way she did. But when I saw that bare finger…I took a few moments in the shower afterward to have a good cry before pulling it together.
Waking up alone was hard, especially knowing she was in the same house and in our bed. The only consolation was Bailey curling up with me at night, which was both comforting and necessary. He probably would have opted to sleep with Gracie, given that she was his favorite, but it seemed as if even he was starting to understand she wasn’t quite the same as before.
He had now taken to following me around at every moment.
I wasn’t used to the eerie silence of our house, the steady rhythm of Gracie’s laughter missing. I hadn’t realized how accustomed I’d become to her constant humming and singing, to the tapping of her fingers on any available surface, matching a silent beat only she could hear. Now, it felt like she was keeping herself contained, cautious in her movements and questions, while I felt completely lost.
I recalled the conversation I’d had with Kat yesterday after she’d swung by to visit Gracie while I was at work. She said they had spent time together in the studio, and I had been hopeful it might spark something. Kat and Gracie had always been so close, on and off the stage. Gracie had recounted many times how instantly the two of them had clicked.
“She wants to remember,” Kat had told me when she stopped by the gym to debrief. “I can see it in her eyes. Hear it in her questions—God, the way she looks at the studio…at our photos. It’s fucking heartbreaking, Ash. I tried to jog her memory, even told her a few of her own stories and pretended they were mine, just to see if it triggered anything for her.”
“Did it?” I had mumbled, feeling low.
“No idea,” Kat had said with a sad sigh. “But if it’s any consolation, we’re definitely still friends, and we still get on. Our vibe is there. Our—our girl is in there, Ash. We just have to work with her and not against her.”
The conversation had been surreal. It felt as if we were having to rebuild versions of Gracie’s life with scaffolding we’d created ourselves, and it made my stomach tighten to realize just how much of her had drifted away. Memories and experiences that had so tightly bound us together were now slipping through our fingers. I felt as if I were trying to catch fog at this point.
What if they never came back—what was going to happen?
Simone entered my office then, sweating from head to toe, with a drawn expression on her face as she dropped into a chair opposite my desk, breaking through my swirling thoughts. She ran a dramatic hand through her red hair, her face the perfect picture of annoyance and frustration.
“Eden Henderson?” I asked Simone without needing an answer—only that kid could bring out this mood in her.
She rolled her eyes skyward and let out an exasperated sigh I was sure she’d held in for the entirety of their two-hour session. “I swear to God, if I have to work with one more nepo baby who thinks the entire world revolves around them and their online personality, I will lose it.”
A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, and I eagerly shelved my own problems. “What did she do now?” I asked, leaning back in my chair.
“What didn’t she do? She shows up late, then spends half the session on her phone. When I try to correct her form, she gives me this condescending look, like it’s me wasting her time.”
“Are you losing your touch, Simone?” I teased, the flash in her eyes exactly what I’d been chasing.
“Do not even start with me, Ash. Gen Z will be the death of me—and likely the rest of the world. Everything has to be filmed or live-streamed. She even tried recording our session without asking, and you know it goes against our contracts!”
“Did you remind her of that?” I asked, keeping my voice light and smothering my grin.
“You bet your ass I did!” Simone said hotly. “Then I get this big speech about how important she is and how much her fans want to see her ‘routine’—her routine, as if she’s the one who spent hours putting it together, organizing diet plans! Then I get the spiel about how important Daddy is, big-shot director, and how Mommy is an award-winning writer, and that she’s Hollywood royalty.”
“Did you get her to break a sweat at least?” I taunted, and Simone narrowed her eyes.
“Between all her scrolling and texting, I’m surprised she even remembered she was at the gym!” Simone snapped, folding her arms. “The only thing she exercised was her goddamn thumb.”
I stifled a laugh and shrugged. “Well, at the end of the day, if she’s not ready in time for her movie, it’s on her. Maybe you need to call her out on her behavior—she’s probably never had anyone do it before.”
“I mean, I tried,” Simone began weakly, frowning. “I told her if she wants to see results, then she actually needs to lift the weights she’s taking videos of. She just shrugged at me and said her dad could always ‘fix it in post.’ Whatever the hell that means.”
“How nice it must be to have a life that comes with an edit button,” I said with a snort, shaking my head.
“Wouldn’t that be nice?” Simone said, her tone softening as her rant faded and she stretched her arms. “How’s everything at home? How’s Gracie?”
I hesitated as the question brought back the heaviness I’d been forgetting for a moment. “It’s okay. I mean, it’s a little weird, you know? But we’ll get there. The main thing is that, you know, she survived.”
Simone smiled weakly, concern in her eyes. “Do you think she’ll get her memories back?”
I shrugged and looked down at the wood of my desk. “I don’t know. Maybe—but the time right now is critical, at least that’s what her doctor told me. I don’t know if I’m doing enough or—or if I’m doing too much. I don’t want to smother her, but I don’t want to be too distant, you know? I can’t—I don’t know how to balance this.”
“Hey,” Simone said softly. “There’s no manual for this, you know? What the two of you have to navigate here is uncharted territory. Just keep being there.”
My phone buzzed, and I picked it up as soon as I saw Gracie’s name flash across the screen with a text. I opened it hurriedly, scanning her words, and felt as if someone had dropped a weight onto my stomach.
“That’s not a good face,” Simone mumbled. “Bad news?”
I groaned loudly and ran my hand down my face. “We’re having dinner at her parents’ house tonight.”
“Uh-oh,” Simone muttered with a shake of her head. “Very Laura, isn’t it—the last minute stuff?”
“She loves to catch people off guard,” I muttered darkly as I texted back an affirmative to Gracie before burying my head in my hands. “Fuck.”
“Wasn’t the last time you were at their house when you announced the engagement…and they basically kicked you both out?” Simone asked nervously, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Didn’t that old as fuck vase get broken by that stray cork when you popped a champagne bottle?”
“Yes and yes,” I grunted.
“Thoughts and prayers, my dude.”

The day had been long and tedious, and all I wanted was to come home, fall onto the couch with a glass of wine, and order some dinner. Most of the day had been spent juggling meetings with two managers for a couple of big celebrity clients, which was its own brand of exhausting.
Now, dinner with Gracie’s family? Specifically, Laura? The thought had me dying on the inside as I walked through the hallway, following the sound of the TV coming from the living room. I’d kicked off my heels at the garage door, so my bare feet padded along the cold marble, making me nearly silent as I moved. I smiled to myself as I inhaled the faint traces of sandalwood that clung to the walls.
It was a permanent smell in the house now, lingering traces of Gracie’s incessant need to burn incense all day, every day. I made a note to burn one soon—Gracie likely wouldn’t remember to do that anymore. I dropped my keys softly onto the hallway table, and as I rounded the corner, I paused, finding Gracie on the couch, staring wide-eyed at the TV.
She was watching a clip of The Wiser on stage, one of the many recordings the band had taken. This one, specifically, was the first night they’d opened for Ed Sheeran. The crowd roared loudly from the video, lights flickering as Gracie’s voice filled the stadium.
I looked back at Gracie, noting the way she stared in awe at the screen, no doubt taken aback by the thousands of screaming faces. Granted, most of them were there for Ed, but this show and the chance to open for him were what had moved them up the ladder of success. Gracie clutched a cushion to her chest, as if anchoring herself to it.
She hadn’t noticed me yet, too absorbed in the screen, and I took the chance to observe her. I realized she had pulled her hair into a low bun, securing her curls and almost managing to tame them down—an odd sight, and one I’d very rarely seen her wear before. She wore a simple knee-length denim skirt and a tucked-in black tank top with a pair of sandals.
It didn’t look like her at all. I was used to vibrant colors and flowing linen, big earrings and bangles. The Gracie I knew had her personality pouring into her clothes, clinging to every layer of fabric as if it were just an extension of her.
I took a breath and stepped forward, clearing my throat a little to announce myself, and I watched as her head jerked up and she scrambled for the remote, hitting pause.
“H-hey,” she gasped in surprise, her cheeks a little red. I noticed her gaze linger, taking in my black pantsuit—a bit of a change from all the Lycra, but those meetings had required a little more professionalism. “I’m just watching… it’s really surreal to see myself on a stage like that. In my mind… where I’ve been taken back to, it’s nothing more than a fantasy.”
I couldn’t even imagine what it was like to be in her head right now, to picture something for yourself and then, I guess, wake up and have it be reality.
“That was San Francisco,” I told her, nodding toward the frozen frame of her on stage, the audience like a sea of stars behind her, torches on phones lit up. “It was the same night you debuted ‘Forget Me Not.’”
Gracie’s brows knitted together, the expression so familiar on her face. “Forget Me Not?”
I hesitated, a nervous lump in my chest. “Our song—your song—uh, the song you wrote for me… us.”
“Oh.” Gracie looked away, brushing her hand across the couch as if the fabric there might tell her what to say next. “I see.”
My eyes once again darted down to her left hand, the sight of her bare finger making me catch my breath, as if the sight of it still surprised me. The familiar ache spread through me, one I was beginning to get used to but hadn’t quite numbed myself to. That ring had meant everything, and it was just… gone.
Like everything else.
I swallowed and looked back at her. “What time do we need to leave for dinner?” It was an attempt to move past the stiff silence that had suddenly fallen over us.
“In about an hour,” Gracie said quietly.
“Okay. I’ll go get changed.”
I headed toward the guest room—my new room for now—and closed my eyes for half a second. The TV began playing once more, and I let out a breath. Something was off—everything felt a lot more awkward and tense since yesterday. What had shifted?
Amanda.
The name popped into my head before I could stop it, and I grit my teeth. It had lingered in the corners of my mind ever since Gracie had murmured it in the hospital, still groggy from the sedation. I could feel myself going crazy, and I wasn’t about to turn into some jealous lunatic and freak Gracie out further.
But we did need to talk.

As I followed Gracie up the pristine steps to her parents’ towering front door, each polished stone step felt as if I were walking myself to my own grave. My heartbeat always raced as we climbed the stairs to this imposing house—and it wasn’t about the wealth or feeling uncomfortable with it.
No, it was the people behind those doors who set me on edge.
We reached the top, and Gracie reached out to ring the doorbell. After a few moments, the door was whipped open by none other than Laura Starre, a glass of wine in hand and a beaming smile as she appraised her daughter. I winced inwardly at the image. Laura was notorious for her wine-fueled, razor-tongued critiques, each one delivered with the casual ease of someone who believed her word was law.
“Darling!” Laura’s voice was loud and coated with honey as she immediately pulled Gracie into a hug. She fussed over her, hands fluttering as they assessed her contained hair, looking pointedly for the stitches hidden under Gracie’s thick mane. Her hands then skimmed Gracie’s bare shoulders, and I watched her expression shift to disapproval, her fingers tapping the exposed skin as if to remind Gracie that it wasn’t to her liking.
Because heaven forbid someone should expose their goddamn shoulders.
“Laura,” I cut in firmly as Gracie’s shoulders seemed to dip slightly, the spark in her eyes dimming. “Nice to see you.”
“Hm.”
That was all the greeting I got as Laura grabbed Gracie’s hand and swept her inside. Gracie looked back at me in shock, as if she too was in disbelief at the greeting. Oh, Gracie, you have no idea what I’m in for tonight.
I closed the door behind me and surveyed the area, noting the polished marble furniture, grand windows, and overbearing chandeliers. Everything about this place was garish and screamed wealth and image—the two great loves of Laura Starre’s life. My feet moved me toward the parlor, and as I stepped into the room, I saw Gracie already being stuffed into a chair next to Narelle, who shared a soft smile with her sister.
Narelle’s dress was black, knee-length, with her shoulders covered by a cream cardigan. Her pin-straight hair hung down her back, and I didn’t miss the way Gracie eyed it before absentmindedly tucking a loose curl behind her ear.
Kurt was across the room with Narelle’s husband, Paul, standing by the bar in deep conversation. Kurt had an affinity for his perfectly curated whiskey collection, and the two men each held a glass as they talked. The moment Kurt spotted Gracie, however, he moved toward her, abandoning Paul and completely ignoring me as he crossed the room.
I exhaled slowly and headed toward the bar, where Paul was already making me a drink. He caught my eye and gave me a wry smile as I approached, pressing the glass into my hand. Gin and tonic.
“You are going to need this tonight,” he muttered, taking a long sip of his own drink. “Laura has her eye on you, and she won’t let you leave here until she feels like she’s torn enough strips off you.”
I rolled my eyes and brought the glass to my lips. “What exactly am I in for?”
“Well, she’s furious about how you didn’t call immediately when Gracie was in the hospital, so that’s going to be her main topic with you. But she has big plans to dig into other things, one of them being Dane.” Paul’s expression was grim as he eyed me.
“Jesus Christ,” I muttered as a cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck. “Anything else?”
“Yep.” Paul took another sip, as if preparing himself to answer. “She’s going to suggest Gracie speak to him. She thinks it will help jog her memory. Also, you should know that Kurt recently hired Dane.”
My stomach tightened, and I took a longer sip before replying. Dane working at Kurt’s firm would be the kind of messy entanglement Laura lived to exploit—especially if she wanted to try to get Gracie and Dane back together.
After all, Gracie remembered Dane, not me.
“And that’s not all,” Paul continued. “Laura is also going to float the idea of Gracie staying here a few nights a week to see if ‘familiarity’ stirs anything up for her. So be ready for that one. Also, Laura is already on her third glass of wine.”
The room swam a little as my breaths grew shorter. So, Laura had a plan for dinner tonight. She’d caught me off guard by the suddenness of it, but she had a plan of attack that I was, thankfully, aware of—thanks to Paul. The thought of leaving Gracie here alone with her family’s influence...
Although Gracie had left them once before for many reasons, those reasons would very quickly rear their heads if that did happen again. Let’s face it, people like Laura Starre certainly didn’t change, and the same things that had annoyed Gracie about her family back then would likely be the same now, right?
I cracked my neck. It felt strange being here tonight. I had only ever come into this home as a united front with Gracie, and tonight it felt like we were on opposite sides. I glanced over in her direction, watching as Narelle spoke to her, too far away to hear what was being discussed. My heart thawed a little. The deepest ache for Gracie always came from that fractured relationship with her sister.
Gracie had always said she could never fully understand why the two of them always ended up so at odds with each other, especially since they had been close as kids. She knew it was because she was frustrated by Narelle’s lack of voice for herself and how she often bowed down to their parents, especially when Gracie knew that Narelle had had more hopes and dreams than just being a mom and working at their father’s firm.
What Gracie had seen as advocating for her sister’s dreams, Narelle had seen as boundaries being overstepped, and general niceties were soon squashed by bickering. But right now… the two sisters laughed together on the sofa, eyes shining as Laura sat across from them, with Kurt standing behind the chair his wife occupied.
Beneath all the ugliness, there was a family here that loved each other; I had always known that. But then Laura would go and make some comment about how things would be viewed from the outside, or talk down Gracie’s life, or refuse to acknowledge our engagement. Kurt rarely said much, aside from a general grunt of displeasure that could silence a room.
It had been disappointing for me, really. I had hoped for a second chance at family, especially after losing my parents and having my relationship with my sister crumble—the latter now having long been repaired. But back in the day, when it had been just me, I had secretly craved it. Still, it had been made clear very early on in my relationship with Gracie that we wouldn’t be getting that.
“It always feels like you’re watching from outside, right?” Paul said quietly beside me. “Like you’re here, but not quite here.”
“Hm.” I laughed softly in agreement. “Yeah.”
“I’ve been with Narelle for seven years,” Paul mused with a thoughtful expression. “We have a life. A mortgage. A marriage. Yet I still feel like an outsider. I know it’s because I’m not the man they wanted for her—I didn’t have the right last name or that tasty family fortune. But she picked me, and they hated it.”
I looked at Paul with interest.
“It’s not because she’s gay, you know,” Paul said with a shrug. “I know that’s what you both have thought over the last few years. Maybe at first it was, but Laura got over that pretty quickly, especially when one of the women she lunches with—the one with the right last name and fortune—let everyone know that her daughter was gay. It just helped that she was a successful and prominent doctor who had performed life-saving surgery on a senator or something like that.”
I blinked at Paul, my chilled glass almost aching in my hand, condensation gathering in my palm. “Why are you telling me this?”
Paul shrugged and downed the rest of his drink. “I like you, Ashley. You essentially came from nothing and built an empire. You’re smart, motivated, and you don’t take anyone’s shit, especially Laura’s. That’s why she hates you so much. She’s used to having her ass kissed—especially by her daughters. When Gracie moved out and stayed away for a while, then came back with you... the change in her was obvious. She was happy—vibrant. Laura was threatened by you.”
I shook my head vehemently. “Gracie was all those things before she met me. It’s what attracted me to her.”
“Laura didn’t see any of that until Gracie came home—with you.” Paul set his empty glass down on a coaster at the bar. “She had expected Gracie to fold under the pressure of real life and come back to where it was easy and where she could be controlled. She didn’t, and Laura blames you for that.”
“Well, that’s just ridiculous,” I hissed, my eyes darting over to where they sat, Kurt laughing at something Narelle had said. Gracie’s eyes moved between her family members, a hesitation still lingering, but her posture seemed more relaxed—the most relaxed I’d ever seen her around them. “How am I not good enough for her?” I asked Paul in disbelief. “I’m a self-made millionaire. I run a fitness empire—I train celebrities—heck, even politicians.”
“You haven’t listened to a word I said,” Paul replied. “It’s not that you aren’t good enough—everyone can see you are. It’s just that you’re a threat, especially to Laura. Ever since you showed up in Gracie’s life, she’s become more assertive, she’s set firmer boundaries, and she doesn’t bow down to Laura’s crap. Say all you want about who Gracie was before she met you, but she was never strong against her parents. You did that.”
“Dinner is served.”
I looked away from Paul to the petite, red-haired woman dressed in all black, her hands clasped behind her back, a white logo on the corner of her shirt that I couldn’t quite make out. Of course, Laura had catered a simple family dinner—heaven forbid she actually use the thirty thousand dollar kitchen she gloated about.
“Some people say dinner,” Paul muttered as we began to follow everyone. “I’m thinking of it more like your last supper.”
Jesus.

I settled uncomfortably in my seat across from Gracie, my stomach turning with anxiety. Laura’s strategic seating arrangement was no surprise to me—her calculated moves were as deliberate as the expensive wine she poured into her crystal glass. The place cards with our names embossed on them sat rigidly on the table, with Laura and Kurt at either end, reigning over the arrangement like royalty.
Paul settled beside me with a resigned sigh, and I eyed Gracie and Narelle across from us. Everyone looked uncomfortable—that was usual. I had been used to these expressions since the very first meal I’d shared with these people. No one liked this charade except for Laura; even Kurt often looked bored or withdrawn.
I hadn’t even managed a bite of my food—after saying grace—before Laura started, her voice grating on my ears. I was glad Paul sat between us.
“Gracie, you’re looking so well,” Laura remarked with a lilt in her voice. She looked at Kurt down the table and smiled. “Doesn’t she look well, Kurt?”
“She does,” Kurt replied, smiling at Gracie as he reached for his wineglass.
“Your hair is looking a little wild, though,” Laura said as she leaned forward, appraising Gracie with a critical eye that had me digging my nails into my palm. She made a loose wave in the air, gesturing at the curls Gracie had tried to smooth out.
I watched as Gracie’s hand rose instinctively to pat down her hair, her lips tugging into a small, nervous smile. My gut twisted as I observed this version of her I had never seen before… this small and uncertain figure. I forced a smile, taking a needed sip of my own wine. “Her hair looks fine, Laura,” I said, working to keep my voice steady. “It looks exactly like it always does.”
Laura’s gaze flicked to me for half a second before zeroing back in on her daughter. “You know,” she said to Gracie, softening her voice just enough to sound maternal, “your old stylist still works at the salon we used to visit together. You could make an appointment once those stitches are out. Maybe have a relaxer put through?”
Gracie blinked as her hand dropped back to her cutlery, stabbing a vegetable without bringing it to her mouth. “Maybe,” she muttered.
Laura drank some more of her wine, leaving her food untouched as she so often did. “How have you been since you got out of the hospital?” Laura’s expression held a well-practiced sympathy that almost had me scoffing.
Gracie looked up from her plate, biting her lip. “It’s been fine,” she said, glancing at me before looking back at her mother. “I’ve been trying to piece my life together using FLIX, speaking to my friends, and Ashley.”
“Any memories back yet?” Laura pressed, her tone almost too casual as she took her first bite of food.
“Nothing yet,” Gracie said, hesitation lacing her tone as she glanced at Narelle, as if searching for backup. There had been a time when that glance would have been directed at me.
“It’s only been a few days,” Narelle said gently, a small smile on her face as she regarded her sister.
Laura sighed with an air of impatience as she swirled her wine. “The doctor said she should have her memories back if she settled into her normal routine. Clearly, it isn’t working.”
“Actually,” I began, my tone firm, “that isn’t what Dr. Boyd said at all. He said that being in familiar settings could help jog her memory, but there would be no guarantees.”
Laura’s cold gaze cut to me, her expression inscrutable as she took a long sip of her wine. I held her gaze, raising my brow, brimming with satisfaction as her attention turned back to Gracie. I followed her gaze, watching as Gracie’s own eyes tracked the movement of her mother’s glass, her lips pressing together in a grim line.
“What about Ashley, Gracie?” Laura asked, feigning curiosity as her voice seemed to grow colder, practically saying my name as if it were a curse word. Gracie opened her mouth to respond, but Laura didn’t give her the chance. “You know what? Speaking of friends helping you get your memory back, you know who might be a good help? Dane! I mean, based on what we understand, your memories seem to leave off while you were still in a relationship with him.”
“How would that help her trigger current memories?” Paul asked, his voice friendly and conversational as he ate. His tone was too open and friendly for Laura to jump on, but I knew what he was doing. “I mean, she already remembers him.”
Laura ignored him completely as she continued. “Even the friends you had back in chorus at Holy Revival. And… that one girl you spent so much time with in college. Oh, what was her name?” Laura tapped her head as she pinched her eyes closed. “The one with that long black hair and the figure that reeked of bulimia.” The derision in her voice made me cringe, and I stared at her, wide-eyed.
“Mom!” Narelle’s voice was soft but disapproving. “You can’t say that about people. She was just thin.”
Laura rolled her eyes, brushing off Narelle’s comment. “It’s just us at this table, Nelly. Don’t get all PC on me now. I’m just saying she and Gracie were quite close, even if she was rude and hardly wore anything respectable. What was her name… Cassandra?”
My stomach tightened as Gracie answered, her cheeks red, a flush spreading across her neck from all the scrutiny—and who knew what else. “Amanda,” she muttered, her eyes flashing briefly to meet mine across the table before she looked back at her plate.
Ah, that missing piece. The same Amanda that Gracie had asked for when she woke up in the hospital.
I didn’t care that Gracie had a life before me—that’s not what got under my skin. It was the fact that she hadn’t felt safe enough to talk to me about it. What had been so big about Amanda that Gracie had felt she couldn’t share it with me?
“Ah!” Laura exclaimed, tapping the table twice. “That’s right. She has the same name as your annoying cousin, Kurt.” Her laughter grated on my ears as she topped up her wineglass. “Oh, you two girls were inseparable; even Dane would quietly complain to me about it. I always told him, though, that girls needed their friends. Girl talk and the like, you know?”
“Young Dane is working in my office now,” Kurt cut in from the end of the table, and I couldn’t tell if he was eager for his wife to shut up or if he was in on her scheming without realizing it. That’s how it usually worked around here, anyway.
“Oh,” Gracie murmured, frowning at her plate as I took another sip of wine.
“Smart boy, that Dane,” Kurt said, not even looking up from his plate as he cut his steak with methodical precision.
“So he got his degree, then,” Gracie said quietly, a small amount of awe in her voice. She shook her head slightly, as if surprised, before a shadow crossed her face for a split second. But she blinked it away, her eyes meeting mine once more across the table.
“He’s been asking about you,” Laura said, softening her gaze just enough to appear sentimental as she looked over her glass at Gracie. “He wanted to know how you were doing after the accident. He read all the articles and found them to be very exaggerated. The memory loss thing astounded him, especially when your father told him that all you remembered was him.”
The flickering discomfort on Gracie’s face was unmistakable, but the small amount of confusion and resentment—that surprised me. Her lips parted as if to respond, and I waited with bated breath, only to see her close her mouth and glance back at me. For a beat, I wondered if she was seeking some sort of reassurance.
I wasn’t sure—I gave her a small smile anyway, the kind we often shared when we were in this house together, fighting for our sanity as we battled our way through a Laura Starre dinner party.
“I’m sure he’s doing well,” Gracie murmured, her words quiet but clear as she looked at her mother.
“Yes, well, I thought that perhaps reconnecting with him might help you,” Laura continued, undeterred as she ignored her plate of mostly untouched food, favoring the wine once more. “Nothing like familiar faces to bring back memories, right?”
“She has her memories of him,” I said through gritted teeth, barely restraining the growing rage inside me. “Gracie doesn’t need to dig into her past to move forward.”
Laura raised an eyebrow, her smile not reaching her eyes as she looked at me, and all I could see was a snake, ready to strike. “Perhaps,” Laura said with a flippant shrug. “I just find it so interesting that Gracie’s mind has been taken back to where it has. It’s a wonder to me. I guess some things… some people… aren’t so easy to forget.”
I blinked at her, taking in her words, my palms sweating. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Laura’s cold eyes met my stare, her smile never wavering. “Perhaps you aren’t quite as important to Gracie as you think you are.”
Gracie looked up from her plate, but her mouth stayed closed. She looked between me and her mother with an uneasy expression. A flicker of heat rose in my chest, and I struggled to remain calm as I gripped my thighs under the table, lest my hands find themselves wrapped around Laura’s throat.
I forced a cool expression and held her stare. “And how important do you think you are, Laura? Or does the wine just inflate your shriveled ego?”
The only shift in her expression was a small twitch in her lips and the flaring of her nostrils as she grabbed her glass, taking a long, deliberate sip. I didn’t miss Gracie’s frown at her mother from the corner of my eye. Good, let her see it. Let her see the ugliness her mother was capable of.
“I wonder,” Laura began lightly, her voice soft but as sharp as broken glass. “I wonder if your parents are proud of you for speaking to another person with such disrespect. And not just a person, but the mother of the woman you claim to love.”
The words were a punch to the gut, as barely concealed grief—amplified by the accident—began to claw its way up my throat, and it took all my strength to keep it down, to not let her see the effect her words had, to not let her win.
“Why haven’t we met them again?” Laura asked, gazing around the table with a look of curiosity that was too practiced. “I forget.”
Heat rushed through my veins as my eyes narrowed on her. “You know they’re dead, Laura.”
A thick layer of tension settled over the table as Gracie’s head whipped up, eyes wide and face pale as she looked at me. Narelle’s gaze dropped to her plate, and Paul shifted uncomfortably beside me. Kurt looked at his half-empty glass, a frown on his face, but no one spoke out against her. No one called out her behavior, all too afraid of the wrath of Laura Starre.
“Ah,” Laura said simply, with a nonchalant wave of her hand. “See what I mean? Some things you just forget. Now, Kurt and I have something important to discuss.” Her tone brightened, and she looked to her husband. Her entire demeanor shifted, her energy changing as if our exchange had been nothing more than a passing thought. “Thirty-five years of marriage next week! Gracie dear, you never RSVP’d to the party, but we’ll assume you’re coming.”
“Thirty-five years,” Kurt echoed with a quiet nod, but he didn’t meet her gaze, and his smile seemed strained.
“Oh, it will be magnificent,” Laura continued, her enthusiasm a mockery against the silence thickening the air around us. “It will be such a family reunion…”
Blood rushed through my ears as I stared at the shiny knife resting against my plate, and just for a beat in time, I imagined plunging it into Laura’s neck. I focused on my breathing, trying to work through the growing ache in my body. I could see Gracie through my peripheral vision, her eyes on me and her mother, her lips parted as if she were going to speak—before she stopped.
She didn’t push back, didn’t defend me or fight. Her face held this wide-eyed uncertainty, her brow creased with a semblance of empathy, but the chasm I felt between us only seemed to widen. Regardless of whether Gracie remembered me or not, why would she let her mother say that?
I was filled with a profound sense of helplessness. Laura had always been skilled at knowing where to twist the knife—I had seen her do it to Gracie many times. But this had been done with such practiced cruelty that it felt far too personal. I had been prepared for her general icy attitude and alcoholic pettiness, but the weight of this attack—no, I had not been ready for that.
I had not been ready for this hollowed-out grief to consume me at Laura Starre’s dining table.
I had never belonged at this table; that had been made very clear early on. But Gracie had always assured me I belonged with her. Paul had said Laura felt threatened by me because I had made Gracie strong, but Gracie had already been well-equipped to shut her mother down by the time I had shown up.
So where had that version of her disappeared to? All that was left was this smaller, weakened version of a woman I thought I knew—yet clearly didn’t. I swallowed and uncoiled my hands under the table while Laura continued to drone on about her anniversary.
A sickening feeling unfurled in my stomach, and I couldn’t shake the thought that, no matter what happened, if Laura Starre got her way, I would be the one left behind here.



CHAPTER 12

Back Then

Ashley
My heart pounded double time as I waited in my car outside Gracie’s apartment, the air conditioning blasting to keep me from sweating through my nerves. The early evening sun cast golden waves across the dashboard, while the world outside buzzed along, completely oblivious to my imminent freakout.
I couldn’t believe this was actually happening—I was taking Gracie out on a real date. She’d said yes, and ever since, my mind had been stuck on replay, circling around the memory of that kiss all week. The way it felt to be so close to her, the way she’d looked at me… I needed to feel that again.
I smoothed my hands down my thighs, brushing out imaginary wrinkles on the sleek jumpsuit I’d picked for tonight. It was tailored to perfection, cinched at the waist, hugging me in all the right places. I’d left my hair pin-straight, letting it cascade down my back, and kept my makeup soft but alluring. The silver hoops in my ears caught the light, glinting every time I moved.
Taking a steadying breath, I stepped out of the car, balancing confidently on my stiletto heels. I knew I didn’t need the extra height, but the boost felt good. I looked hot, and yeah, I knew it. The old man on the bench across the street definitely knew it. But Gracie could see right through the polish, and that was what had me sweating.
I’d texted her to let her know I was here and got the “coming” response. Just as I stepped onto the sidewalk, I heard the complex gate creak open. My heart did a nervous flip as I turned and saw her stepping out, her curls bouncing lightly with each step as she came toward me.
Damn, she looked good.
She wore an olive green halter-neck midi dress, fitted at the bust and flowing out at the waist. Her curls were tamed just enough, falling in soft waves over her shoulders, and her light makeup highlighted those perfect lips, now curving into a soft smile. She wasn’t in towering heels, just a pair of wedges that kept her close to her usual height—and I loved it.
“Hi,” she greeted me with that easy, warm grin, her gaze drifting over me and lingering for a moment.
“Hey,” I replied, grinning back and swallowing the nerves bubbling in my stomach. This was familiar—I knew how to date. I just wasn’t used to dating people like Gracie. Feeling bold, I took her hand and leaned in, brushing a quick kiss against her cheek. Her sharp intake of breath and the way her cheeks flushed told me it had the effect I’d hoped for. “You look stunning.”
“Oh, well,” Gracie murmured with a shy smile, her neck blushing a little. “My hair took me hours. And, um, you look amazing.”
I grinned, giving her hand a quick squeeze before letting it go, my nerves finally easing as I slipped into the rhythm of the moment. Moving to the passenger side, I popped open the door for her. She raised her brows, clearly amused as she took in the gesture.
“Opening doors now, huh?” she teased, her blush fading as she slid into the car, still grinning.
“What can I say?” I said with a smirk as I went to close the door. “Chivalry died with men, but the lesbians are determined to bring it back.”
Gracie’s laugh was muffled as I closed the door—a light sound that put me further at ease. I walked around to the driver’s side, marveling at how good she looked, how good she smelled—something warm and soft, with that lingering hint of vanilla I was becoming so used to. It wrapped around me as soon as I got back into the car.
“So,” she began with a tilt of her head, the playful grin on her face remaining, “where are you taking me?”
My fingers gripped the wheel for a fraction of a second as I tried to control the somersaulting in my stomach. “You know that new restaurant, Jarvis?” I asked as I started the car, the air conditioner kicking back on full blast. I quickly flicked it to the lowest setting. “I managed to get us a table there.”
Jarvis was new, high-end, and practically impossible to get into unless you booked it in the womb. Luckily, one of my oldest clients owned the place.
Gracie’s eyes went wide with surprise. “No way! Did you sacrifice a virgin for it or something? How the hell did you manage that?”
A laugh bubbled up at her words as I pulled onto the street. “I definitely considered it, but no. Believe it or not, I have some very good connections in L.A.”
She shook her head in wonder, still smiling, and I felt something stir in my chest—something unfamiliar and thrilling all at once. As we drove, we fell into easy conversation, mostly Gracie teasing me about the apparent “extraordinary measures” I must have taken to get the reservation.
Her laugh was light, carrying a warmth that filled hollows within me I hadn’t even known were there.
I did a double take when we first walked into Jarvis. I had stopped in when the place was being renovated but had only seen the finished product in pictures. Seeing it in person was something else, and as we took our seats at a beautiful table on the upper deck, Gracie glanced around with eyes as wide as mine.
We had a clear view of the beach and the ocean stretching out before us. The sun was almost fully set now, and I could already spy two stars appearing in the sky. The air carried that salty coastal warmth, easily relaxing me as we were guided up a flight of wooden stairs, a black iron railing contrasting against the pristine white walls.
The decor was pure coastal chic: high, open ceilings; a wraparound balcony overlooking the main restaurant floor below; and an open deck that welcomed the sea breeze. Bifold doors led out to the deck strung with fairy lights, casting a soft, magical glow as the sun sank lower. There was a mix of cushioned booths and sleek wooden tables, spaced just far enough apart to create a sense of privacy and intimacy. Pendant lights hung from the ceiling, complementing the warm ambiance of the outdoor lights.
“This place is amazing,” Gracie murmured, wide-eyed as she took it all in. “I’m so glad you picked it.”
I felt a swell of pride. “I love trying new places,” I replied with an easy smile. “Food is one of my favorite things.”
“Mine too,” Gracie sighed, leaning back as she scanned the view. “That’s how I ended up at your gym, you know.”
A laugh bubbled up, and I shook my head. “You look great,” I told her, watching her cheeks warm under the compliment. “I can tell you’ve been working hard—are you putting in extra time outside of our sessions?”
She bit her lip, her expression sheepish. “Yeah, I actually have. I’m starting to enjoy it. It feels… good. Plus, I can last longer on stage now. Makes a huge difference.”
“That’s great,” I said, genuinely pleased. “Exactly what you wanted, right?”
Gracie nodded, a thoughtful smile on her face as she flipped open her menu. “I hope you’re patient. I’m really bad at ordering food. I usually look up the menu before going anywhere, but since you were shady on the details…”
I smirked at her and shook my head. “Look, so did I,” I admitted, and her eyes met mine. “I’ve probably read through that menu at least ten times already.”
“That’s so unfair,” she muttered as she glanced at the list of entrées. “You get to sit there with a five-course meal plan in your head, probably rehearsed how you would order it, while I ‘um’ and ‘ah’ my way through the choices.”
“If you look that good while you ‘um’ and ‘ah,’ I’ll happily watch you all night.”
She swallowed, the pink in her cheeks deepening as she tucked a curl behind her ear, smiling shyly.
“Hi there,” a cheerful voice interrupted, and we both turned to see our server standing beside the table. “I’m Wendy, and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. Can I get you started with any drinks?”
I glanced at Gracie, my eyes dancing. “How do you feel about wine?”

An hour later, we were two glasses deep into an expensive bottle of white wine—the name of which I couldn’t pronounce for the life of me. We’d just finished a seafood platter that could’ve easily fed twice our number. Oysters, shrimp cocktails, crab claws, scallops, and smoked salmon were all arranged elegantly on the long plate. Even my eyes had widened when the server set it down.
Gracie had visibly relaxed, and I could feel myself unwinding a little, too. The wine helped, but mostly it was the easy rhythm of our conversation. She’d been talking about the band, telling me stories of how she, Kat, and Todd had all met and the wild journey they’d been on since then. I could have listened to her for hours.
“I’m talking about myself too much,” Gracie said suddenly, her eyes meeting mine over her wineglass. “Tell me to shut up.”
“Not a chance—I’m enjoying listening to you,” I replied, with a grin that felt like it had been glued to my face all night.
She hesitated, her fingers tracing the rim of her glass. “I talk a lot when I’m nervous,” she admitted, frowning slightly. “Actually, I talk a lot in general—people say so all the time. But, yeah, I am nervous. I… haven’t done this in a long time. Gone on a date, I mean.”
I blinked, surprised. “Really? I have a hard time believing no one’s been lining up to take you out.”
“Oh, there’s never been a shortage of offers,” Gracie murmured with a shy smile, her finger still skimming the rim of her glass. “But I wanted to be sure I was ready. I didn’t want to bring anyone into my life until I knew I could give it my full attention. I mean, I’ve had some brief flings…”
I leaned in, lowering my voice slightly. “So, you feel ready now?”
Her expression softened, the bold, animated energy she carried giving way to a flash of vulnerability. For a moment, she looked down, as if considering her answer carefully. Then she met my gaze again, a little shyness mixed with something stronger.
“I do,” she said confidently, her eyes holding mine. “I’ve been ready to date for a while… I just hadn’t met anyone who made me want to.”
I couldn’t hold back the grin that slipped onto my face, more cat-like than anything. “I’m honored.”
Gracie rolled her eyes, but there was a smile tugging at her lips. “Yeah, don’t let it go to your head.”
We finished the bottle of wine but skipped more food. Both of us admitted we were stuffed from the seafood platter—a relief, honestly. The wine left a gentle buzz in my mind as we stood from the table, and I took care of the bill, leaving Wendy a nice tip. As we walked out of the restaurant, my hand naturally slipped into Gracie’s, and I felt a pleasant spark where our skin met.
“Want to walk for a bit?” I asked once we were outside. “There’s a soft-serve stand just up the street. I could go for something sweet.” Gracie’s eyes flicked to my lips, just briefly, then back to mine with a soft smile and a nod. I tugged her in that direction, savoring the feel of her hand in mine.
The cool evening air wrapped around us as we strolled, our heels tapping lightly against the pavement. We passed bustling restaurants and bars, taking in the city sights, chatting here and there. Somehow, the conversation turned to my college years, and I found myself telling her about the first girl I’d seriously dated back then.
“It was good… for about a month,” I laughed, shaking my head at the younger me, wanting to tell her everything would get better. “She was my roommate, so I’d already broken rule number one. We hooked up a lot, but she wanted it kept a secret, and I went along with it. We’d been together maybe six months when I walked in on her with some guy from her sociology class.”
“Ouch,” Gracie said with a visible wince, her lips pressing into a thin line.
“It hurt,” I admitted, letting out a sigh. “She’d tell me she loved me—but, you know, looking back, it was only ever after she’d been drinking. She’d only sleep with me when she was drunk, too. It was messy… and, yeah, it messed me up for a while.”
“That makes sense,” Gracie murmured softly. She glanced at me, a hint of regret in her expression. “Honestly, I feel like I could’ve been that girl in the story.”
I shrugged, brushing it off. “Everyone’s on their own journey. It was a rough time, but we were young and dumb. People have to figure themselves out—even if that means hurting others along the way.” I paused, then added with a faint smile, “She actually messaged me about a year ago to apologize. She’s in a public relationship with a girl now, and I’m really happy for her.”
Gracie stayed silent for a moment, then shook her head. “You’re a good person,” she said, sounding almost in awe. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say a bad thing about anyone.”
I scoffed and shook my head. “Don’t be fooled—I’m no saint. I can be mean if I want to. I just try not to judge people too harshly. We’re all human, and we all screw up. It’s how you own up to it that counts.”
We reached the ice cream truck, and I tugged Gracie closer as we leaned in to look at the menu, savoring the warmth of her pressed against my side. Letting my arm slip around her waist, I released a barely audible sigh of relief as she relaxed into me.
Thank God.
“So, what are you in the mood for?” I asked, trying not to get swept up in the intoxicating vanilla scent she was wearing.
Gracie let out a thoughtful hum before deciding, “I’ll just get a small vanilla cup—with sprinkles. And strawberry sauce.”
I laughed and repeated her order to the vendor, adding my own—a simple chocolate cup, no sauce, no sprinkles. We took our ice cream and found a bench, settling onto the cool wood as the warm evening air drifted around us.
“This is nice,” Gracie sighed, looking around at the crowd of food vendors and people wandering or sitting to eat. I watched as she lifted a small wooden spoon, loaded with ice cream, and slid it into her mouth, her eyes closing in a brief moment of bliss as she savored it.
Hell.
We ate mostly in comfortable silence, sitting close enough that our arms brushed now and then, both of us watching the crowd. Every so often, Gracie would let out a contented sigh as she worked through her sprinkle-covered treat, and I had never once been so envious of a wooden spoon in my life. Each time her tongue brushed the spoon, my mind raced, my pulse quickening.
How could she be so effortlessly sensual?
“That was delicious,” she said at last, a happy smile lighting up her face as she crumpled the empty cup in her hand.
I needed a drink—a strong one. My gaze drifted across the street to Monty’s, a queer bar and safe space I knew well. I nodded toward it, my mind sparking with ulterior motives. “Want a drink?”
Gracie followed my line of sight and grinned. “Sure.”
We tossed our empty cups in a nearby bin and crossed the street. She went to join the line, but I laughed and gently took her arm, steering her toward the entrance, where Rex—the gym’s part-time trainer and Monty’s resident doorman—stood guard.
“Ashley,” he greeted with a wide smile, his eyes darting to Gracie. “Fancy seeing you here. Head on in.”
Gracie gave me a look as we walked in. “Do you know everyone in L.A.?”
I laughed, nudging her along with my shoulder as Rex secured the rope behind us. Monty’s had been a mainstay in the queer scene for years, a thriving, vibrant hub. The interior was sleek and contemporary: a polished wooden bar stretched across the room, and backlit glass shelves displayed an array of colorful bottles. The lighting was dim but warm, casting a moody glow over jewel-toned chairs and sofas arranged in intimate clusters around the space.
A row of secluded booths lined the back wall, so I nudged Gracie toward one of them while I made my way to the bar. I glanced over my shoulder to see her sliding into the booth, her eyes roaming with interest over the place. Her gaze lingered on the black dance floor at the back, where an elevated DJ booth commanded the crowd. A pulsing beat blared from the speakers, and the lights shifted in time with the bass, casting flashes of color across the dance floor. Bodies moved together, writhing to the rhythm, and for a second, I let the energy ground me as I ordered two gin and tonics—safe, familiar.
I set one of the glasses in front of Gracie, and she looked up, her eyes glinting with excitement.
“I haven’t been here in ages,” she said as I slid into the wraparound booth beside her. “I used to come here all the time.”
“It’s been a while for me too,” I told her with a grin as I looked around the bar, wondering how many times we may have come close to crossing paths. “When was the last time you were here?”
Gracie shrugged, and her cheeks flushed slightly under the soft glow of the lights. “Ages ago,” she mumbled, looking at her glass. “Honestly, I don’t even remember.”
I watched, transfixed, as she swept her hand through her curls, pulling her hair to one side and exposing the skin of her neck. She angled her body toward me, and the dim lighting of the bar caught her hair just right, turning her curls almost golden as her bright eyes sparkled with… mischief.
My heart raced as she brought her drink to her lips, taking a slow, deliberate sip through the straw, and my eyes stayed on her, as if she had put a spell on me with just that sip. Her gaze lingered on mine as she set her glass down, and then she did something that absolutely shattered any focus and self-control I had.
Gracie slipped her hand onto my thigh, and I felt the skin under my jumpsuit burn, as if she’d seared me with one touch. She leaned closer, and her intoxicating vanilla scent clouded all my senses as her lips brushed my ear, her voice low and velvety. “Tonight’s been fun,” she whispered.
My heart rate spiked, and I worked desperately hard to keep my cool. “It has,” I replied, my voice steadier than I felt. She pulled back slightly, but her hand remained on my leg, warm and distracting. My eyes darted down to her lips, and I wondered how long I would be able to keep my composure. “No regrets about coming, then?” I murmured with a teasing smirk, reaching up to tug a loose curl between my fingers.
A soft laugh escaped her lips as the pink in her cheeks deepened. “No regrets.”
“I guess I redeemed myself,” I said, raising an eyebrow, my gaze lingering on her lips.
“I guess you have,” she replied, her smile widening as my eyes met hers once more.
I didn’t wait any longer. My hand reached up to her cheek, gently pulling her closer, her skin soft under my touch. My lips met hers with the same searing heat I’d felt the other night, the same time-stopping energy that silenced my mind, wrapping me in the spell that was Gracie Starre.
Deepening the kiss, I savored the faint sweetness of gin and tonic on her lips, my heart racing as she sighed into my mouth. Our tongues moved together, her grip on my thigh tightening, sending a rush of heat straight through me. I was torn between wanting to savor the moment and an intense urge to pull her closer, to feel as much of her as possible.
I shifted nearer, my free hand sliding down to her waist and then to the small of her back, pulling her as close as I could without having her straddle me right here in the bar. A soft sound escaped her, a mix of a sigh and a moan that ignited a pulsing heat in me and a desperate need to hear it again. Her hand slid up the back of my neck, her fingers tangling in my hair with a gentle tug, her other hand edging further up my thigh.
Reality hovered on the edge of my mind, barely breaking through the lust-fueled haze. We were still in a public place. I pulled back slightly, my hands unsteady, my heart pounding. Gracie’s eyes opened at the loss of contact, and the raw desire in them sent a fresh wave of need through me, intense and unfiltered.
“Wanna get out of here?” she murmured, her breaths coming quickly.
I nodded without hesitation—like I’d ever pass that up. “Yeah,” I replied, my voice rough with need. “I’ll order a car. Mine can stay at the valet at Jarvis.”
“Can it?” Gracie asked with a hint of wonder as she slid out of the booth, and I followed, standing close behind her as I sent a quick text to the owner before opening the app to order a car.
“It can,” I said with a smirk, taking her hand and running my fingers down her arm before linking them with hers. Her eyes flashed. “The car’s on the way. Let’s go.”

By the time we arrived at my apartment complex, anticipation was running wild through me. We’d kept our composure in the back of the car, sitting mostly in silence as we were driven toward my place. Gracie looked cool and composed the entire time; her only tell was the way she occasionally rubbed her thighs together, glancing at me with a heat that I knew matched my own.
I guided her through the secure building, my hand at her lower back as we walked toward the elevator. My heart raced as I pressed the button, knowing we’d ride up twenty floors before we’d be alone—truly alone. I couldn’t believe this was happening, couldn’t believe she had been the one to ask if I wanted to leave.
The doors opened, and we stepped inside. Gracie shot me a heated look that made my skin prickle with desire. I hit my floor, waiting impatiently for the doors to close, then pulled her into my arms, finding her mouth with mine.
Her soft moan filled my ears as I pressed her into the elevator wall, our breaths mingling, each kiss leaving me more desperate for her. Silently, I pleaded with the elevator to move faster—I needed to get her out of that dress and under me. Her hands gripped my waist, tugging me closer, her fingers squeezing gently, while mine held her by the neck, keeping her in place as my tongue tangled with hers, each stroke making me dizzy.
Finally, the elevator dinged, and we reluctantly pulled apart as the doors slid open, our breaths coming fast. I took a steadying breath, shooting her a smirk that mirrored her own, and grabbed her hand to lead her down the plant-lined hall. I found my door and dug my key out of my bag, fumbling for a moment with the lock, Gracie’s soft laugh sounding behind me.
The moment it unlocked, I swept us inside, dropping my key on the table beside the entrance and closing the door. I turned to find Gracie looking surprised, her eyes wide as she took in the luxe of my apartment—but I’d give her the tour later. I lifted her, and a surprised shriek escaped her lips as her legs automatically wrapped around my waist for balance. My lips went to her neck, just above where her dress haltered, and she gasped softly.
Her skin was so damn soft, I marveled as I kissed my way up her jaw, then found her mouth once more. I held her by the thighs, her dress having ridden up, and I squeezed her soft flesh as she met my kiss with equal fervor, her hands tangling in my hair with a gentle tug. My entire body ignited, a pulse of heat and need coursing through me.
“God, I want you,” I groaned as I slid her body down mine, not willing to carry her in these heels.
I kicked off my heels and watched as she did the same. Her eyes were dark with desire, her chest rising and falling against mine. Her hands went back to my waist, and as the height difference became more pronounced, her fingers traveled up my sides, sending a shiver through me.
“Then take me,” she murmured, her voice soft and alluring as her eyes flashed wickedly.
It was as if she’d waved a red flag in front of a charging bull. I crashed my mouth against hers, my fingers tangling in her curls as I kissed her hard, deeply, desperate to imprint myself in her mind, body, and soul. She arched into me with a gasp, her hands trailing up my back to find the zipper of my jumpsuit, slowly working it down. Her hands swept up to brush the sleeves down, and I felt the material fall, pooling at my waist as my chest was revealed, a black lacy bralette barely containing my straining nipples.
My own hands moved to the tie at the back of her halter dress, undoing it with one easy tug, before reaching for the zipper at the back, which held the tight corset top in place. The moment I pulled it down, her dress fell between us, and I nearly died at the sight before me.
No bra.
A low moan escaped me—I couldn’t help it. She stood there in nothing but a lace thong, her hair wild, her eyes heavy with want. She was pure perfection.
“Absolute perfection,” I whispered, pulling her close as I lifted her into my arms. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and I set her down on the tabletop. She let out a soft groan, grinding her hips into me, her heels pressing into my back, pulling me closer.
“You’re killing me,” she moaned against my lips. “If you don’t touch me soon, I swear I won’t be able to help myself.”
The idea of her touching herself in front of me nearly had me coming, but no, I could get tickets to that show another time. Instead, I moved my lips from hers, a dark smirk crossing my face as I shifted to her neck, biting the exposed skin. She arched into me, a gasp escaping her lips at the sensation, and my hands went to her hips, dragging her against me. I moved my lips down her neck, down her chest, until I reached her breasts, drawing one peaked nipple between my lips, the tip of my tongue flicking over it, my teeth grazing it lightly.
“Oh, fuck,” Gracie gasped, her hands gripping the edge of the tabletop as her head fell back, her chest arched toward me. I made a strong mental note of this moment, taking a snapshot in my mind of how she looked before me. As I sucked, licked, and tugged at her perfect flesh, my fingers slid along her thighs and reached her panties. I hooked my fingers into the hem, my mouth shifting to her other breast as Gracie’s shuddering sigh filled the air, and she lifted her hips to help me remove them.
I wanted her aching and begging.
I tossed the lace somewhere behind me, my hands roving back along her thighs, stroking her skin with my fingertips as my tongue teased her nipple. I glanced up, catching her gaze, pure lust consuming her as she looked at me through hooded lids.
“Fuck, Ashley,” she whimpered, shifting her hips. “Touch me. I’m going crazy.”
I grinned at her, pulling back to take in the sight of her. My hand slid to the back of her neck, holding her gaze as my other hand glided between us. When my fingers found her clit and slid further down, I groaned, watching as her mouth dropped open.
“So fucking wet,” I murmured as she let out a soft moan, my fingers gliding back up to her swollen clit as her hips rocked. “Do you feel how wet you are, Gracie?” I whispered huskily, resting my forehead against hers. Her eyes fluttered shut as I swirled her clit with practiced ease. “All for me.”
The energy buzzing between us felt electric. I wanted her in every way possible. Just touching her sent waves of euphoria through me, and as soft gasps slipped from her lips, her eyes closed as my hand worked her.
I caught her lips in a hard kiss, sliding a finger inside her as my tongue pushed past hers, possessing every part of her, swallowing her moan as my finger stroked within her, my thumb on her clit. Her hips rocked, and she gripped the tabletop as if it were the only thing keeping her grounded.
Her hands slid to the back of my head as I added a second finger, and the sound she made in the back of her throat was so erotic I nearly came undone from it. Her tongue moved against mine in a way that sent heat straight to my own aching clit, and I had to swallow a rasped moan, imagining what that tongue would feel like on me.
“You’re so fucking perfect,” I growled, moving my hand faster, fingers pumping within her as my thumb continued its relentless assault. Her body rocked and ground against my hand, her legs spread, heels locked together behind me. “I can’t wait to have these pretty legs wrapped around my head.”
“Oh God!” she cried as her movements became more jagged. I curled my fingers within her, hitting that perfect spot over and over, her breathing turning shallow as I sensed she was climbing.
“Come for me, Gracie,” I rasped against her lips.
Gracie moaned louder as I slipped in a third finger, her eyes flashing open with a wild look. She cried out, her body shaking. “Fuck, Ashley!”
The sound of my name on her lips as her orgasm crashed over her was intoxicating, her body clenching around my fingers as she rode it out greedily, hips grinding against my hand. I drew it out, my fingers still moving as she writhed on the tabletop, her fingers digging into my shoulders, pressing tightly into my skin.
It was the best thing I’d ever seen, and I knew I’d never be able to look at this dining table the same way again.
As her orgasm ebbed, her legs trembled, and she caught her breath, gasping in my ear as I slowly eased my fingers from her. My lips found her collarbone, pressing a hot kiss there before moving up her neck to those pretty, slightly parted lips, a trembling breath lingering on them.
“Fuck,” she whispered softly, swallowing hard. “That was…”
I smiled against her lips, leaning back as my hands settled on her waist, squeezing slightly. “That was just the warm-up. I’m nowhere near finished with you yet.”
The widening of her eyes sent a wicked thrill of delight through me, anticipation growing within me at all the ways I could make her come again.



CHAPTER 13

Gracie

Right Now
Hands glided down my sides as I moved to the beat of the DJ, the music pounding through the club and reverberating in my chest. My head fell back onto Amanda’s shoulder, her lips finding my neck, and a soft gasp escaped me as sparks of pleasure flared at each gentle kiss. Her hands settled firmly on my waist, guiding me as she swayed behind me.
The tiny dance floor was packed, bodies pressed together in the pulsing haze of this underground bar. It had only opened a few weeks ago, a hidden spot known exclusively within the community and protected by a password—invite-only.
Dane.
The thought flashed through my mind as Amanda’s hands slipped around my stomach, resting just at the hem of my jeans. Her lips brushed my ear, sending a fresh jolt of heat through me.
“Come on,” she called, tugging me forward. “Let’s go.”
My feet followed her blindly through the pulsing club, out through the back exit where we’d come in. The door led us into a shadowed alleyway, and I barely had time to gasp as she pulled me into a darkened recess, pressing me against the wall as her lips crashed into mine. I tasted bourbon on her tongue as it met mine, and I moaned, my hands tangling in her hair.
Her fingers trailed over my chest, cupping my breasts through the thin lace of my top, her touch electric as my nipples hardened under her hands. I gasped against her mouth, desire shooting through me.
“God, you sound so sweet,” she murmured, her voice low and husky. “Always so sweet when you’re craving me.”
I swallowed, and her hand moved to the front of my jeans, popping the button open. “Whoa,” I whispered, catching her hand to stop her. “Amanda, we can’t. Someone might see us.”
Her eyes sparked with mischief, a smirk tugging at her lips. “Scared, mouse?” She leaned in closer, one hand weaving into my hair while the other slipped around my back, pulling me tight against her. She placed a featherlight kiss under my ear, sending shivers down my spine. “That’s half the fun… getting caught.”
I swallowed again, my body betraying every alarm bell ringing in my mind. Her teeth grazed my neck, and I couldn’t hold back a soft moan as I arched into her. My pulse quickened, the ache between my thighs growing more insistent with every second. I felt her hand ease the zipper down, fingers creeping beneath the denim, each movement giving me time to push her away, to stop this.
I didn’t.
Instead, I captured her lower lip between mine and sucked, just as her fingers dipped inside my underwear and glided along me.
“Oh, fuck,” I groaned against her mouth, my body arching into her touch. “God, yes.”
“God’s not here, darling,” she murmured in that husky voice as her fingers slid over me again, igniting every nerve ending until I was nothing but gasps and quiet pleas. “But it’s nice to know you think so highly of me.”
Stars began to explode at the edges of my vision, my mind slipping to another plane. Amanda’s head dipped to my chest, and through the lace of my barely-there bra, her teeth found my nipple, tugging lightly. I slapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my moans, even as her fingers quickened, sending heat and tingling pleasure through me.
The cold, rough brick behind me was a harsh reminder that we were very much in public, tucked in an alleyway while she worked me over, my body singing in response to her every move. Somewhere in the back of my mind, Dane’s name surfaced—God, Dane. He was out for drinks with work friends, and we were supposed to meet up afterward…
“Hey,” Amanda growled, her fingers suddenly stilling, leaving me on the edge, pulsing and needy. Her grip shifted to my chin, tilting my face toward her, our eyes locking. “Don’t think about him right now. This is our time. I’m the one here with you.”
With a possessive kiss, she bit my lower lip, then her hand resumed its maddening pace. I was spiraling, losing control, pleasure gathering like a storm ready to break. Her mouth was at my ear, voice low and demanding. “Now, be a good girl and come all over my fingers.”
The orgasm tore through me, and Amanda swallowed my cries with her mouth, muffling the sounds as my hips rocked against her hand. She kept going, guiding me through every wave of intense, dripping pleasure until I slumped, breathless and spent, clinging to her for balance.
“He’s never going to make you feel like this,” she hissed against my lips, her words like a bucket of cold water splashing over me.
Anger surged through me, and I shoved her back, forcing her hand out of my pants. “Don’t you dare talk about him. That’s not part of what we do.”
Amanda raised an eyebrow, a smirk tugging at her lips, a fire sparking in her eyes. “What are we doing, Gracie?” she challenged, her tone both teasing and biting. “You’re into girls. I’m just helping you face that. You’re the one stringing along your poor boyfriend. I bet he’s never made you come like that.”
“Shut up!”
I woke with a start, my heart pounding, my skin damp with sweat, my tank top clinging to me, my hair plastered against my forehead. I moved my hand to my chest and felt the thundering of my heart beneath my palm as the remnants of that dream—no, that memory—slowly faded.
Amanda.
Her face and that taunting smirk, combined with the memory of her hands on me, all of it had felt so real and immediate—and in a sense, it was, even if it wasn’t.
I sat up in bed as I heard the sound of car tires outside. With a quick glance at the clock, I noted it was likely Ashley heading to work. I groaned and sank back against the pillows as the memories ebbed away and reality began to take their place, conjuring up the tense, horrible dinner at my parents’ house last night—the horrific words my mother had hurled at Ashley with a viciousness that still made my skin tingle.
I rubbed my hand over my face, frustrated with myself. Why hadn’t I said anything? I could have done something—said something. My mother clearly hadn’t changed much in the last five years; she was still the same person she always was, a heavy wine drinker who resorted to low blows against anyone who didn’t do or see things as she did.
My throat thickened at the memory of Ashley’s pale face, her wide, hypnotizing eyes meeting mine across the table when my mother had made that comment about her parents. God, her parents. Parents I hadn’t even known were dead… Why hadn’t I said something? She expected me to—that had been obvious, and maybe the version of me she knew would have.
I had tried to find my voice—I had practically gouged holes into my palms from clenching them so hard under the table—but something shattered in the room when my mother said what she did, that serene smile on her face feigning oblivion. My heart raced, and I was back to feeling small, just as helpless as I had so many times growing up in that house, having those same experiences around that table.
I held a small amount of pride for the version of me that I didn’t get to remember—pride that we had done what we always promised ourselves and had gotten out of there—but at what cost? I may have shaken free of my mother, but I still clearly chased her acceptance; that much had been obvious from the text messages on my phone I found prior to the accident.
I swallowed and picked at a loose thread on the blanket. The ride home last night had been just as awful, if not worse. It was filled with a thick, impenetrable silence, and every time I tried to speak, to apologize, no words would come. Like a coward, I had turned my head to the window, watching the dark shapes of the houses pass by, unable to meet Ashley’s eyes, knowing I had let her down.
Whether I remembered her or not, stranger or not—she hadn’t deserved that.
As soon as we got inside, she excused herself, retreating to whatever room she had been staying in since the accident and hadn’t said another word or made any appearances. I had showered and sat on the sofa for a while with a cup of tea, watching more band videos, but I hadn’t taken them in. My mind was swimming, unable to focus on one thought. The TV screen became a blur of color while something deep inside me ached.
How was this meant to work? How was I supposed to figure out a life with Ashley when I couldn’t even remember her? And if my memories didn’t return, could I fall in love with her again? There was too much pressure, too much riding on both of those scenarios, and it was suffocating. Every look, every unspoken word was a blaring reminder of the distance between us, a distance I was too afraid to close.
I wanted to feel something—I desperately wanted to feel something for her beyond this hollow, all-consuming guilt, this gnawing sense of failure that was eating at me. But it was like there was a wall in my mind, refusing to let me think past my… well, my past. Because Dane and Amanda were two fresh and current records in my brain, even if they weren’t in reality.
Maybe my mother was right, I thought, although I’d never say it out loud. Maybe speaking to Dane… or Amanda was the answer here, some sort of closure I needed in order to embrace this new life I was in.
My phone buzzed on the nightstand, and I picked it up, rubbing my eyes as I saw Kat’s name flashing on the screen. Relief filled me, and I answered, my voice rougher than I expected.
“Hi,” I croaked, then cleared my throat, ignoring the tears welling in my eyes.
“Hey.” Kat’s voice was cheerful, bringing some warmth to the frozen panic inside me. “So, I’ve got an idea. I’m coming by with Todd, and we’re going to play some music together today, okay? You can only watch so many of those videos. You need to feel it—feel what it’s like to play with people.”
I hesitated as nerves filled me, sitting up once more. “I mean—do you think that’s a good idea? Like, I don’t know if I’m any good… you know, if I’m at that level.”
“You are,” Kat assured me, and I could hear the purr of her engine and the sound of paper crinkling. Was she driving? “Trust me, when we first started playing together, you were already miles ahead of us. You’re a skilled musician, and you’ve always played by ear. All you’ve done over the last five years is refine your talent—muscle memory, babe. You’ll be fine. It’s like riding a bike.”
I shrugged, resting my head on my hand. “Okay, well, sure.”
“Okay, we’re on our way now,” Kat said, excitement in her tone. “Are you okay? You sound… funny.”
“Mm.” I groaned. “I had a bad night—a very bad night. I’ll talk to you when you get here.”
“Okay,” Kat said, her voice softer now. “I’ll see you soon, G.”
The line went dead, and I got out of bed, heading toward the bathroom, my steps feeling heavier than usual. I stuffed down everything I was feeling as much as I could. I needed to focus on right now—on Todd and Kat coming by, likely to see if I was a musical flop and if they’d need to kick me out of their successful band.
The low ache in my stomach told me I didn’t want that. But they knew me, they knew how I played, and I’d watched so many band videos, focusing heavily on myself, that maybe it would be like muscle memory, like Kat said. I still played the instruments I’d learned back in school and as a kid; that hadn’t changed.
I would probably not remember the same refinement I’d learned over the last five years, any neat little tricks I might have picked up. I ran the tips of my right fingers across one another, noting the hard-worn callouses, likely from hours of guitar and violin playing—at least that didn’t need work.
I needed to start remembering—I couldn’t keep waiting for the memories to come back, and maybe playing music with Todd and Kat could trigger that, could take me back to the part of me that was lost, help me find something solid to grab onto—and maybe it might start building that shattered bridge back to Ashley, too.

“Carry You Home” by Alex Warren played through my earbuds as I waited in the studio. I let myself fall into the sound, relaxing into the plush sofa with Bailey resting in my lap. Kat had texted me after our call, telling me to listen to the song so we could try playing it together.
I felt safe down here in the studio, the dim lighting calming me and making me feel far away from everything. I wrapped my arms around myself, comfortably dressed in a loose, oversized shirt and over-worn overalls. My curls were pushed back with a thick headband to keep my hair out of my face.
I breathed deeply as the song ended and began again, feeling the slight frown between my eyes as I focused on the music and lyrics, trying to embed the sound in my brain so I’d be somewhat prepared for Todd and Kat. My lips formed the words silently as I ran through the song, trying to imagine how it would sound with all of us together—if I was even good enough anymore for that.
The door opened suddenly, and the energy shifted as Bailey sprang off my lap. My eyes snapped open to find Kat in the doorway with a grin, a bag of snacks and drinks in her arms. Todd followed, looking around the room until he spotted me with a glint in his eye and a smile on his lips.
Bailey immediately began nosing around in the bags Kat set down on the floor. I removed my earbuds, keeping an eye on him to make sure he didn’t take anything out.
“Who’s ready to rock?” Kat called out, raising her arms before scooping up Bailey and pulling a packet of crisps from his mouth, giving him a look.
I climbed to my feet, tucking my earbuds into my overall pocket. “I’m ready for…something.”
“Yeah, you are,” Todd said with a grin, reaching out to pull me into a tight hug. I caught the scent of his cologne—something warm and almost familiar—triggering a small sense of déjà vu and leaving me a little dizzy. “I’m sorry about the other night,” he murmured into my ear. “We cool?”
He let me go as I nodded, a small smile creeping onto my face as I took him in. He wore blue jeans and a half-buttoned white shirt, a long necklace dangling down his chest, his fingers covered in rings. He tapped me on the nose with a wink before looking at Kat.
“So, did you like the song?” Kat asked, her eyes wide with excitement. “We’re obsessed with it.”
“It’s pretty great,” I said, nodding. “I love it too.”
Kat’s face lit up, and she nudged Todd in excitement. “Okay, great! We’re going all out on this. All of us will be on vocals, with you and Todd leading, me on backup. We won’t hand you an instrument just yet—we just want you to feel the song and get comfortable with the vocals before throwing anything else in. How does that sound?”
A nervous flutter filled my stomach, and I swallowed. “That makes sense.”
“Aw, this reminds me of the first time we ever played together,” Todd cooed with a fond smile, reaching out to tug one of my curls. “You were so nervous you almost threw up. No idea why—you blew it out of the water.”
I felt heat rising in my cheeks and swatted his hand away. “Well, I guess I feel the same way now. This—I—this is a little scary. Like, I get that I do this…I’ve watched videos of me doing this. I just—I don’t remember any of it.”
“Well, remember, this is a safe space,” Todd told me, his voice gentle but firm. “We’re here for you, gorgeous, and we’ve got your back. Don’t be afraid to just let go and feel it, you know? See what happens.”
I took a breath and let his words sink in. He was right—this wasn’t a big stage, and there wasn’t an intimidating audience waiting for me. It was just Kat and Todd in my basement studio, wanting me to succeed.
“Okay, so this is the plan,” Kat began as she took a seat at the piano, her fingers lightly tapping the keys. “I’ll be on piano and backup vocals. Todd is on guitar and will sing lead vocals with you. For this first run-through, Todd and I will perform it for you, and I’ll sing your parts so you can hear our sound. Then, on the next round, you’re up.”
I nodded, clutching my phone as if it were a lifeline while Todd sauntered over to a cherry-red, six-string acoustic Fender guitar. He adjusted the strap around his neck, and his fingers moved effortlessly along the fretboard, instantly filling the room with a rich, gentle sound that reverberated through me.
Kat moved around, flicking on buttons before making her way back to the piano, a vibrant smile on her face as she took her position. I settled onto a small ottoman to watch them, and then they began to play, Todd strumming the guitar and Kat joining in on the piano.
When Todd began to sing, his deep voice carried the melody through the microphone with an intensity that drew me in. It was better than anything I had watched—hearing it in person did something to me deep in my bones. His voice had a certain grit to it, an edgy huskiness that brought goosebumps to my skin. Then Kat joined in, her voice lighter and softer, weaving around Todd’s in a way that was both effortless and complementary. Her voice wasn’t as powerful, but it carried an emotional strength that held its own.
My breath caught in my throat as tears welled in my eyes. My foot tapped to the rhythm as my hand beat softly against my thigh. There was a feeling stirring inside me, a rush I hadn’t felt since school, when I was part of theater productions. It was both grounding and exhilarating, and when they reached the chorus, their voices blending together, I closed my eyes and absorbed it all, the music wrapping around my soul and holding on tightly.
Never let go, I pleaded to my mind. Never let me forget this moment. This feeling.
When they finished the run-through and the music faded, my eyes fluttered open, and I saw them both grinning at each other before looking at me.
“That was amazing,” I breathed in awe, shaking my head.
“It’s even better when you’re in it, gorgeous,” Todd said with a satisfied grin. “Are you ready to give it a shot?”
I swallowed, my mouth suddenly feeling dry, but I nodded, far too eager to pass it up. “Let’s do it.”
Todd patted the stool beside him, a mic situated in front of it on a stand. I flexed my fingers and walked over, sliding onto the stool. My mouth got too close to the mic, and a heavy breath echoed around the room. I let out a shocked giggle, and Todd snorted while Kat laughed loudly, thumbing a riff on the piano.
“Okay, got the lyrics?” Todd asked me as he took his seat on the stool, adjusting the guitar in his lap. “Kat, text her the ones that are highlighted so she knows where to come in.”
My phone dinged a second later, and I opened the document Kat sent—my name and parts highlighted in yellow, Todd’s in blue, and joint sections in green. My hands were a little shaky, but I felt a sense of familiarity, something that felt right despite the nervousness pulsing through me. Todd counted us in, and Kat’s fingers danced across the keys, bringing the first few notes to life. Todd followed her, the guitar blending seamlessly before he took a breath and began to sing.
The sound of my own voice surprised me when I took my cue—strong but tinged with nerves and vulnerability as it blended with Todd’s. My stomach turned as Todd grinned at me over the words, his head nodding in time with the guitar. I refocused on the lyrics, on the notes, picturing my drama and voice teacher and her grand gestures.
“Enunciate!” she would roar with a wave of her hands. “Listen to your partner! Feel the words in your soul and lift them out together in a dance of words!”
I concentrated on the lyrics and Todd’s voice, on the blend of instruments, and adjusted my voice where I thought necessary. As we hit the chorus together, my voice grew stronger, and I gained more vocal control. I was desperate to succeed at this, to make it work for all of us. I may have lost all this time, but I had known long ago this was what I wanted.
I wasn’t going to let myself down.
Our voices blended as Todd’s verse finished, Kat’s chiming in, and I marveled at the feelings surging through me, the air charged with something electric as our voices joined. It was full of joy and passion and something that felt like home, deep within me. My hand began tapping at my thigh again as the sound of Todd’s guitar matched the rhythm of my heart. I looked at him with a grin as we sang, his own eyes alight.
When the song drew to a close and silence fell over the studio, it wasn’t an empty silence. It was full—oozing with satisfaction, relief, and exhilaration—as we all looked at one another, each face mirroring the same excitement and awe. It was as if we had all experienced something profound together.
“I loved that,” I croaked, my eyes welling up as I clutched just below my throat.
Todd’s smile was wide as he whooped loudly. “Now that was it! That is the Gracie we know. It’s all you, babe. You still got it.”
A sense of relief and pride washed over me, a permanent tension that had settled between my shoulders since the accident dissipating a little, and one tear fell. I wiped it hurriedly, sniffing with a laugh.
“You killed it, G,” Kat said, eyes sparkling as she clapped. “You’re right where you’re supposed to be. Now, give that girl a tambourine.”
Todd pressed the instrument into my hands, the rattling shimmer echoing in my ears. I breathed in deeply, believing Kat. Everything else faded—the memories, the tension, the pressure to remember—and for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt like myself again.
Whoever that was.

My voice was hoarse two and a half hours later, my hands aching from gripping the mic stand or holding the tambourine. We had run through “Carry You Home” over a dozen times, and muscle memory had kicked into gear the more we performed together, the notes and lyrics embedding in my brain along with the embellishments we had started adding.
Todd had recorded each performance—including the first one—and as he reviewed each clip, he seemed more confident that things sounded right, that everything was falling into place as it should. I still felt a little lost, even skittish, but Kat’s encouraging grins and Todd’s frequent “fuck yeahs” were slowly building my confidence.
When we finally called it and collapsed on the sofas to have some of the water and snacks Kat had brought, my head was throbbing, the adrenaline wearing off as fatigue took over and a yawn escaped me.
“So, there’s something we need to talk about,” Kat started, her tone careful as she looked between Todd and me. “The label wants to meet with us. They just want to see where you’re at, how things are looking… and discuss if the tour is still possible.”
My heart raced a little as I capped my water bottle, looking between both of them. “I forgot about that… coming up. I—I don’t know… I…” My words faded as anxiety began eating at me. I could hardly remember a fraction of my life, and I had to start thinking about a tour?
Performing in a secluded studio with two people I instinctively felt I could trust was one thing, but on stage in front of thousands of people? People who knew the other version of me and expected her?
“You would smash it, G,” Todd said with a soft smile, a dimple appearing in his cheek. “We have plenty of time to get the set solid—to get you to a level where you feel confident with it. I mean, look how well you just did with that one song. Your talent and skill are still there. Today just proved we can bring it all back with practice.”
I bit my lip and toyed with my bottle, my palms sweating as anxiety tightened in my stomach. In a way, he was right, and playing together had felt like something out of a dream, but was I ready for something like that? I had only been out of the hospital for a week… I would probably need some kind of clearance from the doctor.
“When is it?” I asked, a frown forming.
“It’s supposed to kick off in about two months,” Kat said, shooting a worried look at Todd. “Lennon—Camila’s girlfriend—is our opener.”
The blonde, I reminded myself, recalling my scrolling.
“That’s soon,” I murmured, my stomach tightening with uncertainty. “It just seems—it seems so crazy. I don’t… I can’t remember my life, but I’m going on tour to perform for people who… seem to like me… Should I be doing that? I mean, shouldn’t I be here? I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing.”
Todd looked at me carefully, his eyes staring intently. “G, even if your memories don’t come back, do you still want to make music? Do you still want music to be your life? These are the questions you need to be asking yourself, because the reality is, you may never remember. Going on tour or not going on tour won’t change that.”
I bit my lip as I absorbed his words, uncapping my bottle and taking another calming sip. I guess he was right—I had wanted this, and it was being offered to me on a silver platter. But… “What about Ashley?”
“Ashley was going to come with us on parts of it,” Kat told me with a small smile. “She would support you going on tour—she already did. It may be a little harder now… if you don’t remember, you know, anything before we go, but it might even be… good for you.”
“Exactly,” Todd said firmly. “We can tour, make music, and create some new memories if we have to. I don’t think you should give this up, G. You’re naturally born for this shit; you play music by ear—you feel everything. You don’t need to panic and give this all up. Just… just live day by day, in the moment.”
I swallowed and found myself nodding, his words resonating through me. He was right—what was the point in bailing on a tour that would help build all of our careers? If anything, I owed it to them and to Lennon, who was likely counting on this opening slot to boost her name. I had burdened enough people with my accident; I didn’t need to take more people down with me.
“Okay,” I murmured. “Let’s meet with the label.”
Kat beamed, and Todd clapped his hands, watching as she pulled out her phone and fired off a message to whomever she needed to confirm the meeting. She looked up at me and gave me a wink. “You’re going to be amazing, G, and we’re always going to have your back, okay?”
A strong wave of gratitude washed over me, and I nodded, nervously swiping up a bag of peanut M&Ms, fiddling with the packet.
“So,” Kat began as she set her phone down. “Let’s talk for real—you sounded really off this morning. Talk to us; we’re here for you. What happened?”
The M&Ms split open and spilled into my lap, and I lunged for the ones that didn’t go flying. Kat’s words cut through any bravado I’d been holding about last night. The memory of uncomfortable silences and my mother’s cutting words to Ashley made me wince. I glanced at them both; they watched me, waiting, and something in me told me I could talk to them.
That I could air this and not be judged.
“We went to dinner with my family,” I admitted on a heavy breath. “My family has always been… something. It’s mainly my mom. She controls everyone and everything—it’s always been like that. She likes things her way and on her time… she’s a lot.”
“Oh, we know,” Kat grumbled with an eye roll as Todd nodded.
“You met them?” I asked, my brows raising at the idea.
“A few times,” Todd told me with a smirk. “It’s always been a little tense with us. Your mom hates us, your dad just looks bored, and Narelle says nothing. But yeah, we know what your family is like.”
“Yeah, well… Ashley copped it last night—hard,” I mumbled, grimacing and avoiding eye contact. “I didn’t know what to do or say. My mom… my mom has always had this way of muting me. I’ve never been able to stand up to her. And, God, I wanted to, truly. Then she brought up Ashley’s parents—”
“Oh no, she did not,” Kat gasped, clapping her hand over her mouth.
“I didn’t even know they were dead,” I whispered, that shattered look in Ashley’s eyes reappearing in my mind, the earnest way she had looked at me across the table stabbing me in the stomach. “My mom just acted like it was some errant thing to remember. She was making all these comments about me meeting up with Dane to see if he could jog my memories—and she brought up Amanda. It was so uncomfortable.”
Kat cringed and reached over to pat my arm, her lips thin. “That’s a big yikes, G,” she murmured with a sigh. “I can’t imagine how Ash is feeling this morning, too.”
“I feel horrible,” I whispered, rolling an M&M over and over in my palm, the coloring beginning to imprint on my skin. “I didn’t know what to do. The car ride home was so awkward and quiet. I didn’t know what to say. I don’t know how I’m supposed to act when I don’t remember who she is to me, but I know I’m meant to feel something for her, you know? It’s so—I just—I want to scream.”
“That’s a lot,” Todd sighed, running a palm down his face as he moved to sit beside me, throwing an arm over my shoulder and taking the abused M&M from my hand, popping it in his mouth. “You know you’re still you, babe, just in a different place. Maybe you’re putting all this pressure on yourself to remember her—remember your life—that it’s actually getting in the way of you getting close to her again.”
Foggy memories began to haunt my mind, that dream coming to the forefront as Amanda’s name marched through my thoughts, and I shook my head.
“There’s more to this,” Kat murmured softly, holding my gaze with a sad smile. “You woke up asking for someone—Amanda. You were with a girl back in the time your mind has taken you to. Were you in love with her?”
I shrugged, but an uncomfortable twisting began in my stomach, and I tugged a curl painfully in punishment. “I don’t know. I thought I was, but it was so messed up. I don’t—I don’t know how it ended. I don’t know how Dane and I ended, and for whatever messed-up reason, I didn’t tell you guys about her. Why? We’re best friends, right? Surely I would have told you.”
Todd shrugged and looked at me seriously. “Not everything needs to be discussed, though,” he mumbled. “There’s stuff about my life I haven’t told you guys. We don’t have to share everything, and you probably felt at the time it wasn’t worth it.”
I found myself biting my thumbnail, my worst fears that I had been suppressing coming to light, the openness in their eyes far too encouraging to keep this all bottled up. “I think I was embarrassed—by however it ended or what happened, and I was concerned about how it made me look. My mother’s energy really rubbed off on me.”
“You’re nothing like your mother,” Kat assured me, her voice firm and her eyes like steel. “Listen, G, we’ve all done shit we aren’t proud of, and we all bury bad memories. I mean, we can try to help you piece it together. Give us some background. How did you meet her?”
My fingers had moved from my mouth to start peeling at the label of my water bottle. “Well… we met in college. We got close. Really close. Um, I was dating Dane at the time and had been since high school… but I’d always—I kind of knew—I knew I was different. Dane was perfect in every sense, but I was with him… because it was what was done, I guess. But then I met Amanda, and I started feeling things—stuff you read about, you know? Things you’re meant to feel when you’re into someone…”
The wrapper tore free, and Todd squeezed my shoulder.
“She and I started hooking up. I started cheating on Dane, and I knew it was wrong—so wrong—but I was too scared to break up with him, and I felt terrible about it—physically sick. But Amanda… she had this hold over me. She did things to my soul that no one else could. It was a rush, intense. Years of pent-up feelings I couldn’t understand were finally making sense to me. But we fought constantly—like every day. Then we’d have sex. Then fight again… it was…”
“Toxic af,” Todd supplied. “We’ve all been there.”
Tears welled up in my eyes, and I wiped them hurriedly. “I don’t know how it ended. Any of it. My last memory is us outside a nightclub, making out and then fighting, and that’s it. I’ve erased her from my life. No photos or messages—nothing.”
“You used to journal all the time,” Kat said suddenly, perking up. “Like literally all the time. I have no idea where you put them, but you did. Maybe some of that information is in there? Do you know where… no, you wouldn’t. You moved in here only a couple of years ago. Who knows where you hid them.”
“Yeah, or burned them,” Todd said with a sigh, and I frowned. “You love doing soul cleanses or some shit,” he said with a snigger. “You write things down and then burn them.”
“Oh.”
Any hope I had frayed, and I bit my lip. I mean, if I could find the journals—praying they hadn’t fallen victim to a cleanse—I might be able to piece some things together without having to start contacting people I really didn’t want to talk to. I didn’t want to unearth pain for other people just so I could understand my life better. A bigger issue loomed, though, one that had been slowly nagging at me all day.
“What do I do about Ashley?” I asked weakly, looking between them, hoping one of them had a magical answer to make this all easier for me.
“I personally think you need closure on the whole Dane and Amanda situation,” Todd said, his face thoughtful. “I mean, if you can find the journals, great, but I reckon you need to do this sooner rather than later. You have some serious gaps here that I think are messing with your recovery.”
Kat nodded, but her face held a hint of caution as she clasped her hands together. “Be careful, though, and keep Ashley in the loop. Tell her what you told us. She deserves to know and understand what’s actually going on with you. She wants to help you heal and remember as much as you do, Gracie. If you’re dealing with some strong feelings from your past, she needs to know about it. It might seem scary… but I really think transparency is important here.”
The thought of having that conversation with Ashley had me curling inward, and I didn’t know why. Why could I tell Todd and Kat, but the idea of telling Ashley made me feel like I was dying inside?
“Alright,” Kat said with a clap of her hands. “Stop thinking about it for now. Focus on grounding yourself. Do something normal today, something that isn’t stressful. Your normal routine would be practice with us, then sometimes you would take Bailey for a walk or go to the gym. I reckon just go for a walk around the neighborhood with that gorgeous puppy, come home, maybe take a swim, and clear your mind. Then, if you’re up for it, go and look for the journals.”
I nodded, eager to do anything other than mull over this stuff any longer. As we packed up the studio and cleaned up our snacks, Kat told me she would pick me up for the label meeting and would confirm the date and time later today. I was sad to see them both leaving, but they had lives to live and I had spiraling to do.
Kat was right, though; I had to do something aside from that, so shortly after they left, I slipped on some white sneakers and found Bailey’s leash, the rattling metal sending him into a psycho energy of leaps and bounds as I struggled to get him to hold still so I could clip it on. I had never walked a dog in my life—well, technically I had—but it wasn’t rocket science, right?
The walk would help clear my mind, at least, because the amount of noise up there right now was becoming unbearable.



CHAPTER 14

Back Then

Ashley
The dark early hours of the morning wrapped us in a cocoon of intimacy and peace, the kind that only exists when the rest of the world is silent in sleep. Gracie was nestled into the crook of my arm, her head on my shoulder, her warm breath grazing my collarbone with each exhale. I let my fingers dance idly over the bare skin of her ribs, tracing the subtle curve of her waist to her hip before gliding back up again.
We had been talking for hours, lying here in the darkness of my room—after spending hours exploring each other’s bodies until we’d reached our limit and collapsed together. Three weeks of this. That’s how long it had been since our first date, and, shit, what a cliché—because we had barely left each other’s side since.
I had laughed at myself a few times over the ridiculous thoughts I’d had walking into this, thinking I might sleep with her once, maybe twice, then forget all about her and move on with my life. But I couldn’t do it. She had ensnared me with her easy laughter, her light chatter that could morph into deep conversation, and the resounding thrumming of peace I had felt inside me since I’d given myself over to this.
“Tell me about your parents,” she murmured, her voice soft, her breath once more fanning across my skin.
My voice barely broke the stillness of the room when I spoke.
“They were—they were the kind of people that just don’t exist anymore,” I murmured. “Well, I guess the kind of people people don’t think exist anymore. The kind who would literally hand you the shirt or coat off their back and ask if you needed anything else.”
Gracie’s hand moved in slow, calming strokes along my arm, her touch reassuring, as if silently urging me on.
“They were still so sickeningly in love with each other as well.” I began laughing at the memory of them, though the weight of it tightened in my chest. “The usual corny shit you’d see on TV. Dancing in the kitchen when they thought no one was watching—but Hannah and I were always watching, and, you know, gagging.”
Gracie’s laughter vibrated through her body. “That’s so cute, though.”
“It was,” I said with a sigh, my fingers pausing for only a moment against her ribs before continuing. “They were the parents everyone wanted. All my friends would say it—Hannah’s too. Our house had an open-door policy, and all our friends knew it. It was a safe place to come and crash if you needed to or get a meal. I mean, the house was literally always brimming with people. Dad would just invite people over for dinner—he loved to cook. Mom just—she just had this way of making you feel special. Important.”
That inevitable ache that came with talking about them began to grow in my chest, and I swallowed hard, pushing past it. “Then it was gone. You know, all of it. I mean, Hannah and I had never been, like, super close or anything, but we’d have these small moments where we’d sit and watch TV together, laughing at the same dumb stuff. And then… after the accident, I lost that too.”
Gracie’s fingers stopped stroking and instead wrapped softly around my bicep as she pressed her lips against my shoulder.
“I mean, I don’t blame her for closing off,” I said softly, my voice cracking a little. “You know, we grew up in this loud, open house where people could be themselves and say or act however they felt without repercussions. And then, after our parents died… we were shipped off to Kansas to live with my grandparents on their farm, where the loudest thing you heard was the wind blowing through the cornfields.”
Gracie was silent, letting me talk while her thumb rubbed small circles into my skin.
“They—they weren’t bad people, my grandparents,” I added quickly, “but they were just… old school. I didn’t even dare tell them I liked girls back then—no thank you. They would have had no idea how to deal with that, and they didn’t need to. They had just lost a daughter too. The last thing they needed was me adding extra shit for them to wrap their heads around. Anyway, they passed away during my second year of college, the farm got sold, and I used my inheritance to start my business.”
“And Hannah?” Gracie asked quietly, her voice tentative.
“Hannah went on to become a lawyer. She lives in Orange County now with her boyfriend. We don’t see each other much… just the memorials, but not since the last one,” I muttered, my voice darkening at the memory.
“Do you think she wants to mend things?” Gracie asked.
“She tried once,” I admitted. “I wasn’t ready—not after what she said. The way she threw those words at me, blaming me for their death—it had been a lot. I get that she maybe said the words in anger—she had been really wired that day, so had I. We had both been drinking, and it just led to this explosive fight…”
I could feel Gracie’s head shifting against me, and through the faint light of the city shining through my window, I could see her looking at me. Feel her. “Maybe you should try and talk to her then. Life’s too short to let family slip away if you don’t have to.”
“Maybe,” I murmured, the words sounding as hollow as I was starting to feel.
Her curls tickled my jaw as she rested her chin on my chest, a soft sigh leaving her lips. “Look, I get it. Family can be hard… the dynamics are a minefield, and sometimes it feels like you’re playing Jenga, making sure you remove the right blocks.” Her voice was tight, and I arched a brow with interest. “My parents are like an immovable force—actually no, it’s my mother that’s the immovable force. My father mostly bends to her will to keep the peace, and Narelle is my perfect older sister who embodies everything they wanted in a daughter.”
“Then there’s you,” I guessed softly, my fingers tapping along her spine now.
“Yep,” she said, a hint of bitterness lacing her tone. “Honestly, for a few years there, I thought I was adopted. I don’t look remotely like any of them—but apparently, I got my hair from my grandmother. But I don’t think like them. I tried—but no matter how hard I did, I just couldn’t be quite enough. Didn’t fit that perfect mold.”
She paused for a minute, and I could feel her jaw clenching.
“Music was a bit of a saving grace for me growing up. It kept my mother from getting a little too picky with me. She could brag about it, see, which meant something. ‘Gracie can play three instruments.’ ‘Gracie is a musical prodigy.’ ‘Gracie is the lead in the school play—again.’ Heck, she practically threw a parade when I got a choir spot at Holy Revival.”
Her words hung in the air, and I twirled one of her curls around my fingers. “But you didn’t want that life,” I guessed.
“No,” she admitted softly. “I love music—I knew I wanted that—but I wanted to do it on my terms. Explore it on my terms, not in some choir robe singing songs I didn’t even like. I felt so caged in my life, and my mother was just forcing me to become someone she wanted—I had to break away from it.”
Gracie rested her forehead against my chest, her breath tickling my skin while I continued to play with a curl, giving her the time to speak when she was ready.
“Leaving home was the hardest thing I had ever done back then. I love them, but I couldn’t be who I wanted to be while living with them. No one has ever stood up to my mom before, and the thought of standing my ground and not caving makes me feel physically sick sometimes… but the thought of living my life under her thumb? That feeling squashes it out completely.”
Her words settled over me in the silence of the room, my fingers continuing to toy with her hair. “How’d they handle you coming out?”
A low, humorless laugh escaped her. “My dad said it was my business and nothing to do with him—honestly, his reaction was the best I had hoped for. Narelle just said nothing about it ever again. Mom, though? God, the woman could have run a two-part soap episode on it. She acted like I had done it to spite her or something. She didn’t speak to me for a few months.”
I didn’t know what to say in that moment, so I just tightened my arms around her and pressed a kiss into her hair. I had never had to go through that—the ‘telling your parents’ crap that most people had to. I knew mine never would have cared about it, but not everyone was as lucky as me.
I couldn’t imagine that feeling—that pain of rejection from people who were meant to love you unconditionally. I didn’t think there was anything in life that could quite prepare you for that moment.
We lay there in silence for a while, the weight of our quiet confessions to each other filling the room, building more veins of connection between us that I had started to enjoy. I liked talking late into the night when no one was around to interrupt us with a text or listen in—when it was just us, learning what made the other person tick.
I moved my hand, tilting Gracie’s chin up, my lips finding hers in a slow kiss that asked for nothing but gave everything—just because I could. Gracie Starre was becoming more and more addictive to me, and I knew I was falling off into the deep end, at serious risk of being hurt, and I was charging toward it with no fucks given.
Her lips moved softly against mine, insistent, and my hand glided down her back, pulling her closer until there wasn’t even an inch of space between us. Her skin was so soft, and I marveled at the way her fingers trailed over my jaw and down my neck, leaving my heart hammering in my chest.
Gracie sighed and pulled back, and I could make out the edges of her face in the darkness, her breath warm against my lips. She swallowed audibly, and I waited with bated breath for her next words.
“I—I feel safe with you,” she whispered, her voice barely audible, shaking with the weight of her admission.
My chest tightened at her words, euphoria shooting through me, and I rolled us over, pressing her into the bed. My thigh rested between her legs as I lay on my side, looking down at her in the darkness, feeling the rapid rise and fall of her chest. “You are always safe with me,” I promised, the truth in my voice startling even me. But it was true. I was diving all in here—I knew I was. But it felt so right, and not being near her just felt wrong.
She was it, and while I knew it was too early to say that particular statement out loud, I could hold onto it until the time was right, when it wouldn’t scare her off.
I brushed my thumb across her cheek before trailing it along her lower lip, heat curling within me. Gracie smiled against my thumb, a soft yawn escaping her as she curled into me, her head coming to rest in the crook of my neck. I held her close, my fingers moving back to trace along her ribs as sleep finally came to take us both.



CHAPTER 15

Ashley

Right Now
The gym hummed with life—music thumping softly in the background, muffled by the clattering of weights, trainers coaching their clients, the pounding of feet on treadmills, and the occasional burst of laughter or cheering. The smell of rubber mats and the suffocating stench of sweat grounded me in the present, in what was familiar, but my mind still felt far away, even if my body was physically here.
I watched as Camila lowered her barbell back onto the rack, her breaths coming in short. She dabbed her forehead with a towel, her cheeks flushed.
On instinct, I scooped up her water bottle and handed it to her. “Good set,” I said, forcing a smile. Camila took the bottle, her eyes assessing me, slightly narrowed as she sipped. I moved my eyes back to the tablet in my hands, marking off what she had completed so far and noting what was next.
“What’s next?” Camila asked, setting her bottle down.
“Leg press,” I replied, pointing at the machine. “We’re doing four sets, and I’ll increase the weight with each one.”
Camila nodded and ran a hand over her cropped hair. The pixie cut had become her new signature look, and it suited her perfectly. No more wigs or extensions—she had truly come into her own in a way that had even surprised me. While I knew some of that was thanks to Lennon, much of it was the result of her own healing from some pretty harsh demons.
I adjusted the settings on the machine, loading the plates as Camila got into position. Even though my mind was far more absent than it should have been during a session, my muscles worked on memory, carrying me through while my thoughts spiraled.
I could still feel the ice of Laura’s gaze, the contempt in her tone last night as she had taken me down with a careless wave of her hand and a few choice words. I swallowed and bit the inside of my cheek. No, it wasn’t Laura that was getting to me, and I knew it. Gracie’s silence had been far louder than any insult Laura had thrown at me, and it pierced my ears even now, sharp and relentless.
“You okay?” Camila’s voice broke through my screaming thoughts.
I blinked, realizing I had frozen mid-air with a plate in my hands. “Yeah, sorry,” I muttered, sliding it into place. “Let’s go. Starting at 180.”
Camila positioned herself again and began to push the sled with practiced control, the fluid ease of someone at home in the gym. I counted the reps slowly, but I could feel my attention drifting again.
I didn’t know what I had expected. It’s not like I wanted Gracie to have a screaming match with her mother… I just thought she’d at least tell her to back off—something, anything. But then, why should she? What did Gracie owe me? She didn’t even remember me. I shuddered at the memory of her bowed head and the way she had twisted her hands nervously.
She had barely looked at me on the drive home, and I clenched my jaw as tears built in my eyes. I blinked them away furiously.
“Twenty,” Camila panted as she sat up, stretching her legs. “What’s next?”
“Uh, rest thirty seconds, and then we can go again. I’ll bump the weight up.” My voice was hollow as I adjusted the plates, blinking once more and keeping my back to her as I desperately willed myself to focus and gain control.
“Ash,” Camila called softly, her tone careful. I closed my eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” My voice was too high, and I had replied too quickly, tears once more stinging behind my eyes. I clenched my jaw and gave the machine a tap, refusing to turn around. “Get started—I need to go to the bathroom. I’ll be back.”
I didn’t wait for a response. I just rushed toward the stairs, heading for my office, where my private bathroom was. I kept my face stoic, holding back my emotions as I nodded to a few trainers before jogging upstairs. Reaching my office, I entered and closed the door behind me roughly. I fell forward, bracing myself on my desk as a sob heaved out of me.
My tears were hot, and shame filled me, anger surging as I broke down at work. I needed to pull it together, to sort out my emotions and get back to training Camila like she was paying me to. The door opened and closed, and I glanced behind me to see Camila standing there. Her face was pale, her eyes filled with pity, and I shook my head.
“Please don’t look at me like that,” I whimpered pathetically, rubbing my eyes and straightening. “I’m fine.”
“Talk to me,” Camila said, folding her arms. “We’re not leaving this office until you do. You can’t walk around with that all bottled up inside you, Ash. You’re going through it right now, and I’m here as your friend, not your client. You’ve sure as hell counseled me when I’ve needed it. Let me return the favor.”
I rubbed my eyes as something inside me cracked further. The concern in her voice provided an all too needed net of safety for me to unload. She was right. We were friends, and she was a safe space, someone I could talk to. I swallowed and turned, leaning back to sit on the edge of my desk as the words poured out of me.
“We had dinner with Gracie’s family last night,” I began, my voice raspy. I cleared my throat and squared my jaw. “It was horrible. Fuck, I mean, you know about Laura. She spent the evening telling Gracie to reach out to her ex, Dane, and some random girl, Amanda—who Gracie woke up asking for, just as a big FYI. I’m too scared to ask who this girl is because if Gracie didn’t tell me before, then it just opens up a bag of worms I don’t know if I want to deal with.”
Camila’s brows knitted into a perfect frown. “God, Laura’s a bitch.”
“She brought up my parents, acting like she forgot they were dead,” I continued, my words almost jumbling together with their speed—a desperate rush to get it all out. “Gracie—Gracie just sat there all night and didn’t say a word. Didn’t defend me or even say, ‘Hey, Mom, why are you bringing up someone’s dead parents so callously?’”
“Yikes.” Camila winced, throwing herself down on the sofa against the wall. “How’s she been since coming home from the hospital?”
I swallowed and ran a hand down my face, my bottom lip trembling. “She’s a stranger. I mean, I get it—she doesn’t remember me. She’s been home less than a week—it’s a lot. But at the house, it just feels like we’re walking on eggshells. I don’t know how to talk to her. I’m trying to give her space, let her figure stuff out… but God, it just feels like we’re miles apart. She’s kind of stopped asking me questions—I just don’t know what to do.”
“It’s been less than a week,” Camila reminded me calmly. “You’re putting too much pressure on yourself. It’s okay to feel lost in all this, but don’t let it scare you off from her. She needs to be reminded why you’re in her life—because right now, she has no idea, and she may never remember. So, you need to remind her.”
I sniffed and rubbed my eyes. “How am I supposed to do that when she barely looks me in the eye?”
Camila shrugged, raising an eyebrow. “Take her out on a date. Do something to break the ice—spend some quality time together that isn’t focused on recounting the past or, Jesus, dealing with her messed up family. Go out and have some fun together. You used to be quite the romancer back in the day.” The glint in Camila’s eye and the wriggle of her brows had me shaking my head at her. “Look, it can’t hurt, right?”
I didn’t hate the idea. In fact, it sounded like a good one—but I was worried about making Gracie feel uncomfortable or like she had to say yes. What if she didn’t want to? It made my head spin to think I was five years into a relationship and too scared to ask my fiancée out on a date.
I shook my head, my lip quivering as I sucked back more tears.
“Talk to me,” Camila urged calmly.
“I’m scared.”
There. The words were out, and two hot tears slipped from my eyes, gliding down my cheeks as my palms began to sweat. Breaking down in front of Camila hadn’t been on my list of things to do today. Breaking down in front of anyone was a no-go for me—except Gracie. She had created that small safe space for me and my bottled-up emotions.
But that space was gone.
“Scared of what?”
“She’s never going to remember me,” I rasped, shaking my head. “I’m going to lose her. I’m going to lose everything we built and everything we were building—our whole life and future. She’s my whole life, Cam. Outside of Hannah… she’s the only—” My voice broke. “The only real family I have l-left.”
The dam broke, and sobs wracked my body. Camila got to her feet instantly, wrapping her arms tightly around me. She held me, her hand rubbing my back.
“You’re not going to lose her,” Camila said firmly, her voice steady. “We won’t let that happen, okay? She might not remember it all right now—or ever—but it’s not going to erase what’s in her heart. You just have to remind her what’s there between you two.”
Her words made sense, cutting through the fog of grief, and I nodded against her shoulder, trying to shake off the anxiety and doubt clawing at me.
“And you are not alone, ever,” Camila added with a sigh. “You have me and Lennon, Kat and Todd, and Jesse. We’re all family—just because there’s no blood doesn’t mean we aren’t. Don’t ever lose sight of that.”
I pulled back slightly, wiping my face and sniffing loudly. “I just don’t know how to do all this.”
Camila smiled gently, tugging at my braid with a roll of her eyes. “Come on—you do what you’ve always done, Ash. You fight for her. Show her why she fell in love with you, okay?”
I took a deep breath and nodded. Her words sounded far simpler than I knew putting them into action would be. But I couldn’t keep losing myself in tears and bouts of grief. It was getting us nowhere, and the last thing I wanted—if this all ended badly—was to wish I had done more.

The house was eerily quiet when I stepped inside late that afternoon. The absence of Bailey’s frantic yelping and desperate pleas for attention sent an uncomfortable feeling through me, but I pushed it down. He could be in Gracie’s room or even the studio. Kat had messaged me earlier to let me know the band had used it today.
I closed the door behind me and set my keys on the hook, the jangling echoing through the silence of the house. No hum of the TV, no sounds of Gracie shuffling from room to room—just silence.
“Bailey?” I called out, my voice shaking, my already frayed nerves and fragile emotional state putting me further on edge. There was no telltale sound of claws on the marble floor. “Gracie?”
As I ventured further into the house, the tightness in my chest grew. I went straight to the living room, hoping to find Gracie curled up on the couch—maybe she had fallen asleep watching band clips. No. The couch was empty. In fact, it looked practically unused today. I glanced toward the kitchen, noting it was as clean as it had been when I left this morning.
“Bailey?” I called again, the stale silence of the house unsettling as I headed toward the stairs. Maybe Gracie was in our room. My hand gripped the banister as I climbed, each step feeling heavier than the last.
Empty.
The bed was neatly made, the curtains wide open, and the view of L.A. stretched out before me, almost mocking. I could see so much, yet I couldn’t even find my fiancée and my dog.
The studio… maybe. Would she still be in there?
My feet moved quickly through the house, my mind racing with the worst thoughts. I knew Gracie was allowed to leave the house, but she hadn’t been cleared to drive, and I would have appreciated a text or something—especially if she took Bailey. When I reached the studio, I noted it looked more used than it had in weeks. The couches were strewn with blankets and cushions, and a few empty wrappers were scattered on the table.
But no Gracie or Bailey.
I took a calming breath and dug my phone out of my pocket, finding Gracie’s name and calling her as I headed back upstairs, taking the steps two at a time, my heart pounding. The phone rang and rang… until the echo of the ringtone Gracie had assigned to me years ago began to ring out through the house. I closed my eyes briefly and headed toward the kitchen, my gaze zeroing in on her phone sitting on the counter.
“Fuck me,” I groaned softly. “Okay,” I breathed. “It’s fine. It’s fine.”
My hands moved quickly on my phone as I opened the security app connected to our cameras. I flicked through the detected motions until I found a human alert from about forty minutes ago. Tapping into it, I held my breath as I watched. Suddenly, Gracie appeared in the frame, wearing overalls and a white top underneath, her feet in sneakers.
Bailey trotted alongside her, tongue out, his paws dancing as he half-trotted, half-bunny-hopped beside her. They disappeared out of the frame, and a small amount of relief washed over me—but it was short-lived. I noticed she was walking him with his collar, not the harness we always used.
“Shit,” I muttered, dread filling me. Bailey was a nightmare to walk without his harness. He was a talented escape artist who had slipped out of his collar more than once before we got him some training and a better setup for walking. That collar wouldn’t hold him if he decided to bolt on her.
My fingers moved back through my phone contacts, and I hit Kat’s name. It rang only once before she picked up.
“Hey, lovely, what’s up?” Her tone was cheerful, and I could hear music playing in the background along with a muffled voice.
“You’re busy,” I blurted quickly. “I’m sorry—I can call Todd.”
“No,” Kat said firmly, her tone shifting when she heard the panic in my voice. “What’s wrong?”
I swallowed and ran a hand through my hair. “Gracie left the house about forty minutes ago with Bailey. She left her phone behind, and she hasn’t made it back yet.” My words came out rushed as I paced the kitchen, feeling stupid for panicking. She’s a grown adult—just because she doesn’t have her memories doesn’t make her incapable. “I’m overreacting, right?”
“Okay, breathe,” Kat said, her voice calm. “You may or may not be. Gracie was spiraling today. I told her to take Bailey for a walk and relax. Maybe she’s still out clearing her head.”
“She doesn’t know the neighborhood, Kat,” I told her, panic seeping into my voice. “The streets wind and go on forever—you know this. What if she’s gotten lost and can’t make her way back? She has no phone, and she won’t remember our phone numbers.”
Kat was silent for a beat before she spoke. “I’ll be right over. Hang tight.”

The moment Kat’s car pulled into the driveway, I was out the door to meet her, another twenty minutes having passed. Her eyes were worried as she got out, pocketing her keys and checking her phone before likely remembering Gracie didn’t have hers.
“Anything?” she asked, her hand going to her forehead.
“No,” I groaned grimly. “The sun is starting to set, Kat. Maybe we should drive the streets and look for her. I’m getting really worried now.”
“Okay,” Kat said with a nod. “Let’s go for a drive and see if we can find them.”
We cruised through street after street, Kat’s headlights cutting through the encroaching darkness as the sun dipped lower. My eyes scanned every driveway and sidewalk, desperate to catch a glimpse of wild curls and a leaping puppy. The setting sun cast a dull orange glow across the sky, gradually fading into midnight blue.
The dog park was empty, save for one person leaving with a Chihuahua hot on their heels. Other than that, there was no one. Would she have made it this far? It was a fair walk from the house. As a rule, we never came to this dog park—there had been too many incidents in the past with other dogs—but Gracie wouldn’t remember that.
“God,” I groaned softly, pressing my face against the glass.
“We’ll find them,” Kat said gently. “Breathe.”
I rubbed my face with my hand, an action quickly becoming second nature, and clutched my phone tightly. I checked it again, hoping for a missed call or a text telling me everything was fine. The screen was blank, void of any contact, and I grimaced.
“Why would she leave the house without her phone?” I muttered, my voice quiet. “Jesus.”
“She probably wasn’t even thinking about it,” Kat said as she turned down another street. “She likely got distracted by Bailey and getting him ready, and it just slipped her mind. She’s recovering from a brain injury—don’t forget.”
How could I? I thought grimly. The memory of those drains coming out of her skull turned my stomach and sent my heart racing. I stuffed the thoughts down, keeping my eyes peeled on the darkening streets.
The sudden vibration and chime of my phone cut through the silence, and I jumped, a shocked shriek escaping my lips. The number was unknown, and I hurriedly answered, my heart racing as Kat pulled over, her wide eyes fixed on me.
“Hello?” I asked, the shrillness in my voice undeniable.
“Hi, is this Ashley Morgan?” A woman’s voice came through, sounding official and calm. Dread consumed me.
“Yes, this is Ashley,” I replied.
“Oh, great!” The voice relaxed, and I frowned. “My name is Lori. I’m calling from Waggy Tails. A cute little Groodle was handed in to us by one of our clients—they found him wandering the streets. We scanned his chip, and your number was listed along with a Gracie Starre as the primary contact, but she isn’t answering. Are you missing a dog, Miss Morgan?”
“Thank God,” I groaned loudly as relief crashed over me. I looked at Kat. “Bailey has been handed in to—Waggy Tails?”
“We’re a doggy daycare and groomer,” Lori supplied over the line. I turned my attention back to her. “Anyway, he’s perfectly fine. We gave him some dinner. We’re located on Fairfax and—”
“Found them,” Kat said, punching the address into the GPS on her phone. “On our way. Fifteen minutes.”
“We’re coming right now,” I told Lori. “Thank you so much.”
“No worries—see you soon!”

The glaring elephant in the car as we drove to Waggy Tails was obvious. One, we had found Bailey, but two, Gracie was not with him. Why couldn’t humans be microchipped? I thought grimly as Kat executed a perfect parallel park right outside the Waggy Tails building. I looked up at the structure from the car.
It was clearly a boutique dog haven. Sleek and modern, the entire storefront was lit with a soft golden light, showcasing aesthetically arranged shelves of premium dog treats and accessories. As we entered the store, a waft of lavender hit my nose. I glanced at Kat nervously as we approached the counter.
“Ah! Are you here for Bailey?” the woman at the counter asked, greeting us with a warm smile, her green eyes sparkling. “Ashley Morgan?”
“Yes—I’m Ashley,” I said, my eyes darting around the room in search of Bailey.
“Brilliant!” she said with a grin, running a hand through her short red hair. “I’m Lori. We spoke on the phone. I’ll just go grab him for you.”
I watched as she disappeared through a door marked Staff Only. I glanced back down at my phone—no alerts from the cameras at home, no calls, no texts. Kat checked her own phone and then looked at me, her lips pressed into a thin line.
“Do we call the police and report her as missing?” I asked anxiously, sweat gathering on my forehead.
“Will they do anything?” Kat frowned. “I thought someone had to be missing for, like, 24 hours or something. Or is that just TV?”
“Surely if we tell them she recently suffered a traumatic brain injury—”
The door reopened, and Lori walked out carrying a wriggling Bailey. He started yelping as soon as he noticed me, barking with excitement. I noticed his collar was missing, and my chest tightened, my mouth going dry. I took him from Lori, holding him firmly as he licked my neck and chin, his tail wagging as he grunted and whined.
“Thank you so much,” I told Lori as I held him, tears filling my eyes. “He was definitely alone when he was found?”
“Yeah,” she said with a soft smile, looking at Bailey adoringly. “My client brought him in. She said she found him wandering a few streets over from Savich Park. She didn’t want to take him to the pound, so she brought him here.”
My heart sank as I glanced at Kat before looking back to Lori. “Thanks again—really.”
“No worries! He’s such a sweetheart. If you ever want him groomed, you’re more than welcome to bring him here—take a card.” She gestured toward a pile of business cards on a rack, and Kat swiped one with a nod. After a few more thank-yous, we made our way back to the car. Bailey nestled on my lap happily and promptly fell asleep.
Dread grew in my chest.
“Let’s take Bailey home,” I began carefully. “Then we report Gracie missing—because I don’t know what else to do.”

We pulled into the driveway, and I let out a sigh, my head throbbing as I maneuvered myself and Bailey, climbing out of the car and holding him to my chest. I pressed a kiss to his head as I closed the door. Kat exited from the driver’s side, a tired expression on her face, a yawn escaping her lips.
I gasped when a flash of headlights swept over us as another car pulled into the driveway. I made out the BMW badge on the hood—sleek and silver—and my pulse quickened as the car parked behind Kat’s. The headlights turned off, the engine cutting out. I blinked in shock as Gracie emerged, a headband pushing her hair back, her eyes red and swollen.
Relief surged through me at the sight of her, almost all-consuming, but then my gaze fell on her scraped hands and the rips in the knees of her overalls.
“Gracie!” I breathed as I rushed over, clutching Bailey. “Are you okay? What happened to you?”
She flinched at the onslaught of questions, likely startled by the panic in my voice. Her lower lip trembled, and tears welled in her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, her voice cracking as she shook her head, her gaze dropping to Bailey. “I—I took him for a walk, but this crazy dog j-just lunged at him, and then he bolted. He snapped his collar and ran. I ran after him, and then I fell—”
The sound of another car door shutting interrupted her. Narelle stepped out of the car, the thud drawing everyone’s attention. My grimace was automatic. Narelle looked as composed as ever, untouched by the chaos that had defined my evening. Her eyes darted from Kat to me and then to her sister, softening when they landed on Gracie.
I blinked and turned back to Gracie. Her red, raw eyes made my heart ache. A desperate need to pull her into my arms and hold her, to make sure she was really standing in front of me, surged through me. Swallowing, I replayed her words in my mind. “W—we don’t go to the dog park, Gracie,” I said as calmly as I could manage. “There are some really careless dog owners there. We avoid it for this reason.”
Her chin quivered, and silent tears spilled over her cheeks. “I didn’t know—I—I just wanted to clear my head. Go for a walk. Then h—he ran off.”
Gracie’s shoulders slumped, her face utterly defeated. Her cheeks flushed as she crossed her arms tightly around her stomach. I swallowed hard.
“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Narelle murmured as she came around the car, her eyes focused on her sister.
“No,” I said sharply. The sound of Narelle’s heels clicking on the cobblestones stopped. “No—I—I had enough last night. You’re not coming in my house. Thank you for bringing her home, but I’ve got it from here. We—we need to talk.”
Narelle’s brow arched slightly, her surprise evident. She glanced at Gracie, silently seeking her permission to leave. I couldn’t deny that the gesture warmed me slightly. She clearly cared for her sister. And while Narelle hadn’t spewed hateful words at me last night, she had sat there while her mother had done it.
Gracie bit her lip before nodding at Narelle and rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. Narelle’s lips pressed into a thin line as she stepped back and headed toward the driver’s side.
“Call me if you need me,” she said before getting into her car, starting the engine, and driving off—as if she had never been here in the first place.
Kat lingered for only a moment before offering us a soft smile. “Text me if you need me. I left a rather gorgeous date in my apartment, and I need to make sure they haven’t found the weird shit.” She shot us both a wink before heading to her car, her nonchalant façade slipping slightly.
I knew better—Kat loved Gracie like a sister, and she would have been holding herself together tonight for Gracie’s sake. Our eyes met for a few seconds, and I gave her a slight nod before she disappeared into her car and drove off into the night, leaving Gracie and me standing on the front patio, both a little worse for wear.
I turned to Gracie, who was staring down at the ground, her hands trembling at her sides. Bailey wriggled in my arms, as if trying to get to her, and I glared at the little troublemaker for the chaos he had caused tonight.
“Let’s go inside,” I said gently, feeling my tension slowly ebb, only to be replaced by pure exhaustion. “We’ll get those cuts cleaned up, have some dinner, and catch our breath.”
Gracie lifted her head, her bloodshot eyes meeting mine before shifting to Bailey. She reached out her hand to pat him behind the ears. He yipped softly and licked her hand, and my chest ached as I watched her face crumple. I pushed aside my frustration, my fears, and my exhaustion. Right now, she needed me, and I wasn’t about to let her down.

I set Bailey down on the floor as the front door clicked closed behind us. The stillness of the house was broken by Bailey’s scampering claws on the marble, his tail wagging happily, as if completely unaware he’d been the main character in a lot of drama this evening. I shook my head at him and turned to Gracie, hating the hunch in her shoulders as she stood beside me, looking like a child who’d just been scolded for wandering away.
My stomach tensed, and I took a deep breath. “Come on,” I said softly, nodding toward the kitchen. “Let’s clean your cuts. I have a first aid kit in there.”
She nodded, and we walked through the house toward the kitchen. I directed Gracie to sit on a stool before retrieving the kit from a cabinet and placing it on the counter beside her. She winced as she moved, glancing down at her knees, where the material of her overalls was ripped, exposing raw, abused skin.
“I’ll start with your knees,” I said gently, crouching down. My hands hovered for a moment before I hesitated. “Do you mind if I…?” I gestured toward her knees, and she blinked at me before nodding. Swallowing, I carefully rolled the legs of her overalls up.
She made a small noise as I revealed her knees, and I murmured an apology before digging through the kit. The skin looked raw and angry, and I worked on it carefully. Gracie let out a small hiss now and then, each one prompting me to echo a quiet, “Sorry.”
Her breathing was a little shaky as I worked, and when I glanced up at her, I was startled to find her eyes on me. She blinked, her eyes widening slightly, clearly just as surprised that I’d caught her looking.
“Did you—did you hit your head or anything when you fell?” I asked quietly, standing as I finished tending to her knees.
“No,” she murmured, shaking her head slightly as she glanced down at her hands. “I landed on my hands and knees, in a pile of loose gravel. Narelle helped me wash it out when she found me. She had a water bottle in her car. She wanted to take me straight home and clean me up, but I wouldn’t let her. I had to find Bailey.”
I nodded, a small amount of relief washing over me. Knowing that Gracie would always put Bailey first, even before herself, reassured me that part of her was still in there. She had gone looking for him, even when she was scared and injured.
“I didn’t realize I left my phone behind until it was too late.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I couldn’t remember my way back, and Narelle’s number was the only one I could think of—aside from my mom’s. And I…I just didn’t want to…I didn’t want to call her. I had to ask a stranger to borrow their phone.”
She hadn’t wanted to call Laura. That was interesting. Was it because of last night’s dinner? Did Gracie feel a certain way about how it had all gone down but was too afraid to air it? Her eyes stayed on her hands, avoiding mine, and I took another steadying breath.
“I’ll do your hands now,” I murmured, pulling up a stool so I could sit in front of her. Her hands rested in her lap, small cuts marring her palms. Gently, I reached for her right hand and began cleaning it with an antiseptic wipe.
“Tshhh!” Gracie hissed softly, and I murmured another apology. She bit her lip as I moved my fingers carefully, dabbing at the tiny abrasions with the wipe. Despite the circumstances, I marveled at how good it felt to touch her. It wasn’t romantic—not conventionally, anyway—but just being close to her, taking care of her…my chest ached with longing.
It reminded me of all the times I’d looked after her before, particularly our first not-a-date at Runyon Canyon, when she had rolled her ankle on the hike.
“You’re good in a crisis, Ashley Morgan,” she’d said then. The words echoed in my mind as I paused, wondering if I truly was good in a crisis. I hadn’t been all that great in this one. Mostly, I’d been a sobbing wreck, too afraid to talk to my own fiancée. Was I really good in a real crisis?
“What?” Gracie asked softly, noticing my pause and sharp intake of breath.
I shook my head, not wanting to burden her with a “remember when” moment. “Nothing,” I murmured, moving to her left hand.
“Tell me,” she urged, her voice thick with emotion. I met her eyes, my heart clenching at the vulnerability there.
I swallowed and shrugged. “I just—this reminds me of the time you rolled your ankle. We had gone hiking at Runyon Canyon, and you fell. I had to carry you back the way we came.”
“Hiking?” Gracie asked, disbelief coloring her voice. “I like hiking?”
A grin tugged at my lips despite the situation, and I shook my head. “No, you don’t like hiking. I later found out you lured me out there to spend more time with me, under the pretense of meeting Kat so she could sign up at my gym. Kat never showed up, and you cited a cold as the reason.”
Gracie surprised me then, a small laugh tumbling from her lips as she shook her head. “Wow. I am ridiculous.”
I shrugged, setting down her hands. “It was cute—a ten-out-of-ten effort for someone trying to get my attention. You just didn’t know at that point that you already had it.”
We looked at each other, small smiles on our faces, and my heart squeezed at the faint tinge of red in her cheeks. Her eyes darted back down to her hands. Was she blushing from the comment, or was she just flushed from the afternoon’s dramatics? A long stretch of silence settled between us, and I knew I had to do something.
“Gracie,” I murmured, my voice low enough to draw her eyes back to my face, the flush gone. “I—I think we’ve both been under an insane amount of pressure since you came home. Neither of us knows how to talk to each other, and we’re clearly too afraid of saying the wrong thing. We were never like that. We’ve always spoken openly to each other or called each other out on our shit. It’s—it’s a safe space here. I want you to feel safe enough to talk to me about…everything. How you’re coping, or things you want to know. I—I don’t want you carrying this on your own.”
Gracie’s lips parted, and I didn’t miss the slight tremble in her lower lip as she regarded me, her hands folded back in her lap. She began to nod slowly, and I noticed her visible swallow.
“I—I feel like everybody is expecting me to…to remember who I was,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “I’m beginning to think it’s not going to happen, and I just—I don’t—I don’t know how to be this person that you all want me to be.” Her voice cracked, and tears spilled over as she shook her head. “I feel awful. I feel horrible for you and awful for the band and everyone who’s being impacted by my life right now. I—I don’t know what to do.”
I bit the inside of my cheek, working to keep control of my emotions as my chest tightened. The urge to pull her into my arms was almost overwhelming. I hated it when she cried—she always looked so small and wounded, like the cruelties of the world could crush her.
“Hey,” I murmured, setting the wipe down and gently taking her hands. “Please don’t cry. I—I hate it when you cry, Gracie.” My voice cracked, and I blinked, pushing back the threatening tears. Her head lifted, her tear-filled eyes meeting mine. “I—I mean, you can cry if you want. I just…will you at least let me…let me hold you while you do?”
Gracie looked at me for a moment, her chin still quivering, her eyes raw and filled with pain. I wondered if my own expression mirrored hers in that moment. We were two people experiencing a similar kind of pain but in such different ways. My breath caught as she slowly nodded, rising to her feet. I stood too, my heart racing.
There was a feeling of serenity that rushed through me as I stepped closer to her, wrapping my arms around the woman I loved and pulling her against me. The warmth of her skin seeped into mine. When her head rested against my chest, I let out a small breath. Her arms hesitated for half a second before they wrapped around my middle, her hands clasping at my back.
I closed my eyes as her body shook, quiet sobs leaving her lips, and a shuddering breath escaped me. Every fractured piece of my soul seemed to try to glue itself back together in her embrace, her familiar vanilla scent filling my senses and grounding me in a way nothing and no one else ever could.
“We’ve been doing this all wrong,” I said quietly, my voice rough with unshed tears. “We’ve just been feeding you information about your life and expecting it to click for you. But—that’s all wrong. I—I want to show you why we’re so great together, Gracie. I—I want to show you why you fell in love with me.”
Gracie remained in my arms, her cries soft, and I felt her tears soaking through my shirt, the damp material beginning to cling to my skin. I ran a soothing hand down her back, closing my eyes as I braced myself for rejection.
Nerves bubbled up within my chest, and when I spoke again, my voice was barely above a whisper. “Can I take you out… on a date?”
Gracie sucked in a sob, an excruciating silence following my question. My heart pounded in my ears, my palms beginning to sweat as she remained still in my arms, seemingly rolling my question around in her mind. Then, ever so slightly, Gracie pulled back in my embrace, her tear-filled eyes searching mine with an unreadable expression.
Slowly, she nodded, and the roaring in my ears eased.
“Okay,” she said softly, sniffing slightly.
Relief washed over me as though someone had doused me in icy cold water. She rested her head back against my chest, and we stood there in the kitchen together, wrapped in each other. It was the closest I’d felt to her since the engagement party.
There was still so much left unsaid, so many questions I knew we each had. But for now, I felt the smallest flicker of true hope.
Maybe, just maybe, we could find our way back to each other.



CHAPTER 16

Back Then

Ashley
The chaotic cacophony of noise in the airport hummed around us—announcements, rolling suitcases, and crying children filling my ears. Gracie stood a few feet ahead of me in the crowd of travelers waiting for their baggage, her wild curls bouncing as she turned to say something to Kat. Laughter burst from her lips, cutting through the din of voices and filling me with an immediate warmth as a smile tugged at my own.
She was always smiling, always laughing, and I had decided it was the strangest thing about her. Not in a bad way—never that—but never in my life had I met someone who smiled so much or took in their surroundings with such eagerness. Admiration or awe always seemed to dance in her eyes, a constant undercurrent of her personality.
I adjusted my grip on the handle of my suitcase, which had been one of the first to come out, and moved to the back of the crowd to make some space. My view of her was practically unobstructed. I watched her stand there in her loose, flowing white dress with colorful embroidery along the hem, leather sandals on her feet, her curls wild and free.
She looked radiant, and in the three months we had been together, I had fallen harder than I ever thought possible. Being with Gracie… fuck, it felt like I was part of something far bigger, like I had been given something I hadn’t even realized I was missing.
But where happiness grew for me, so did an undercurrent of fear and deep anxiety that I couldn’t shake. Something—or someone—was going to pull the rug out from under me. It felt too soon to feel this secure, this happy. My stomach churned, and I swallowed hard. Part of me was waiting for the other shoe to drop, for something to happen that would take this all away.
I knew my thoughts weren’t rational, but I’d lost enough good things in my life to know that when you thought you were steady, life had a way of ripping the rug out from under you.
“Hey.” Gracie’s voice pulled me from my thoughts, and I blinked, finding her standing beside me, her hazel eyes soft as she looked up at me. “You okay? You’re glaring at the carousel like it owes you money.”
I laughed, the sound nervous and jittery, then cleared my throat, shaking off those thoughts. “Yeah, I’m just running through everything in my mind. The car picking us up, getting to the villas, and I’ve got some really cool activities booked. I’m going to spoil the shit out of you this weekend.”
Her cheeks flushed in that beautiful way they did, and she leaned in to kiss my cheek. “You spoil me enough. Seriously, a trip to Cabo was not what I expected when you told me you wanted to celebrate my birthday. Are you sure this is okay? I mean, you paid for everyone… and the villa…”
“If anything, it’s not enough,” I teased with a smirk, winding one of her decadent curls around my hand and pressing a chaste kiss to her lips.
“Ugh, save it for the bedroom, whores,” Jesse called out, a wink quickly following his words as he wheeled his bag toward us, Todd trailing behind with Kat in tow. “We get it—you’re in love.”
I flipped him off, and his eyes flashed with humor.
“You’re just jealous because you have to be in love with Todd,” Gracie shot back. “I know what he’s like after too many protein bars. Have fun with that.”
The banter carried us all the way to the exit, and as we stepped outside, the warm air kissed my skin almost aggressively—a stark contrast to the air-conditioned airport we had just left. I wrinkled my nose in mild distaste but reminded myself that we would soon be at the villa, likely by the pool with a cocktail in hand in no time.
“Is that us?” Kat asked brightly, nodding toward a black SUV where a driver stood holding a sign that read Morgan Party.
After a brief greeting with our driver, Luis, everyone began piling into the car. I helped load our suitcases, playing a game of Tetris to make everything fit before taking the last remaining seat in the back beside Gracie, who was still smiling and laughing at something Kat had said before I got in.
“Okay, everyone!” Luis called from the front seat. “Please buckle up. We have about a forty-minute drive to La Fiesta Resort. It’ll mostly be sand and mountains for a while. I’ll let you know when we’re getting closer. For now, sit back and relax. Our lovely passenger…”
“Kat,” Kat said with a laugh.
“Kat,” Luis repeated with a smile in his voice. “Kat is going to be managing our playlist. Let’s go!”
Luis was right. We ended up on winding roads lined with sand and rocks on either side, so there wasn’t much to see. Every now and then, Gracie grinned at me like I had invented water or something before being pulled back into a conversation with her friends. Meanwhile, I felt a continuous warmth growing in my heart, knowing I was part of the reason for her smile.
“Are we going to place bets on how many times Jesse gets mistaken for Troye Sivan on this trip?” Kat asked, her eyes twinkling as she looked at Todd’s boyfriend.
“Hell yes,” Todd said with a clap of his hands. “One hundred bucks it happens when we hit the clubs.”
“One hundred at dinner,” Gracie said quickly.
“One hundred when we’re hungover tomorrow by the pool,” I added.
“One fifty when we’re randomly in town!” Kat called out frantically.
“God, your ego must be so big right now,” Todd sighed, his eyes dancing with laughter as he slung an arm over Jesse’s shoulder.
“Please,” Jesse scoffed. “I am so humble.”
The laughter that followed his words made it clear no one agreed with that statement. Gracie clapped her hands together quickly and cleared her throat.
“Oh, she has it!” Kat announced with excitement, and I wondered where this was going. “First haiku of the holiday.”
“Ahem!” Gracie coughed theatrically.
“Sunlit waves crashing,
A legend walks among us—
Jesse, the humble.”
The car erupted into laughter, and Jesse preened, slicking back his hair with a smug smile, as if he had just won an award.
“Golden boy Jesse,
Thinks the world revolves around—
His perfect hair gel.”
Kat collapsed into giggles as soon as she finished, and Todd barked a laugh while Jesse placed a hand on his chest in mock horror.
“The actual audacity to come for my hair like that,” he gasped, feigning offense.
A pang of nostalgia filled me as they continued launching haikus at each other. It reminded me of doing this with my parents whenever we took car rides—often silly but sometimes meaningful, as if we were speaking in code. Hannah had never gotten the hang of it, usually calling it stupid before putting on her headphones and blasting her music.
But me, Mom, and Dad… we could drop haikus for hours.
Conversation around me shifted, and I was content to sit in silence, listening to them as we drove. As we broke out of the winding, barren roads, Luis announced we were approaching Merano. The scenery quickly transformed into brightly colored buildings and cactus-lined streets dotted with palm trees.
The scent of salty air mingled with the warm breeze filtering through the slightly cracked window beside me.
“Wow! Look at that view!” Kat gushed, pointing out the window at a pristine stretch of beach. The turquoise water sparkled under the sun, waves lapping gently against the shoreline.
“Paradise,” Jesse sighed, leaning back in his seat. “I hope you booked a one-way ticket for us, Ash.”
“Oh no,” I groaned with mock dismay, my voice dripping with faux concern. All eyes turned to me. “Jesse, didn’t you hear? You don’t get to stay. Only we do. Luis is taking you back to the airport.”
Jesse looked worried for half a second before grinning at me. “I like you.”
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Luis called from the front seat, “La Fiesta Resort.”
“Holy shit,” Todd muttered under his breath as the car pulled into the resort. The stunning beachfront villa greeted us with clean lines and floor-to-ceiling windows. Palm trees swayed in the breeze, casting long shadows across the manicured gardens.
“Ash, are you kidding me with this place?” Kat whimpered with excitement as we began to pile out of the car.
Gracie’s eyes were wide with wonder as she looked between me and the resort. “This is… I have no words.”
“Okay! Let’s get inside and hit the beach,” Jesse barked, already lugging his suitcase from the trunk. “I need a margarita in my hand and sand between my toes, like, yesterday.”

The club we found ourselves in later that night pulsed with energy, the bassline of the music vibrating through my chest as I leaned against the sleek white bar. My gin and tonic was nearly finished, the ice melted, water dripping off the outside of the glass. My eyes found Todd and Jesse on the dance floor, laughing and moving in sync as they danced.
Todd stood out in his tropical-colored shirt, the fabric clinging to his skin from sweat as he twirled Jesse, whose crisp white shirt was nearly translucent.
Kat had managed to snag a dance partner—a tanned tourist with floppy brown hair and a shy smile. She hung off their neck, her bright red cropped halter top and flowing skirt standing out under the lights as her partner twirled her. Laughter caught on the breeze as they moved.
My attention shifted to Gracie, who sat close beside me, her hand resting on my thigh as we cooled off with our drinks. The humidity in the air had sent her curls into a wild halo around her head, a few strands sticking to her dewy skin from dancing. The warm air smelled of salt, mingling with the citrus tang of cocktails and the lingering scent of sunscreen on people’s skin.
“Having fun?” I asked, grinning at Gracie as she sipped the last of her drink through a cardboard straw.
Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me. “I am—this has all been amazing tonight. Thank you—for everything. I mean it.”
I flushed, trying to accept her thanks. “Well, this is just the warm-up. Your actual birthday is tomorrow—I want this weekend to be perfect for you.”
“It is perfect,” Gracie assured me with a soft smile. “Everything is perfect with you. We could be here in Cabo or back at my shitty apartment with the band. You know, life can get really hard and just feel so shitty, and then you’re there, and it’s… less shitty. I feel like I can breathe.”
I set down my glass and took hers, placing them on the bar behind us before tugging her up from her stool. I pulled her into my arms, tucking a stray curl behind her ear and letting my fingers linger there. My eyes searched hers before I kissed her, the world melting away—the music, the crowd, all of it. It was just us, her soft lips against mine, her hands at my waist. I smiled against her mouth.
“I don’t ever want you to feel like you’re missing out on something,” I told her, pulling back slightly. “I know things have been rough lately with your parents. I just wanted you to have an amazing weekend. You’re so amazing, Gracie—I can’t fathom it sometimes, how someone like you exists. All I want is for you to feel as good as you make me feel.”
Her eyes shone with unshed tears, and she shook her head. “I can’t believe I thought you were a shallow, surface-level human when I met you,” she said with a laugh.
I frowned in mock offense.
“But, God, you have a whole lot of heart in there, Ashley Morgan. I—I love you, and I know we haven’t said that yet, and you don’t need to say it back, but—”
I pulled her back to me, swallowing her stammering with a searing kiss, my heart beating erratically at her words. Everything seemed to slide into place, the final missing puzzle piece of us fitting together. As she kissed me back, I knew this was it. There was no one else—I didn’t want anyone else ever again.
It was just me and this perfect human being, both of us a kaleidoscope of color against an otherwise black and white world.
“I love you too,” I breathed against her lips as we came up for air, my breaths shaky as adrenaline rushed through me from the declaration. Even though she had already said it, my heart raced with the fear of possible rejection. I swallowed hard, but Gracie grinned at me, her hands squeezing my waist slightly as she placed a soft kiss on my neck.
“Want to go back to the resort?” she murmured into my ear, her breath hot against my skin. My eyes fluttered closed.
“Mhm,” I replied, feeling her lips curve into a smile against my neck. “I brought it with me, you know.”
She pulled back, realization dawning on her face as a grin spread across her lips. “Oh?” she asked, her eyes darkening with a familiar heat.
I allowed a smirk to spread across my face, nodding slightly. “A pre-birthday gift.”
“Call a car,” she said, her voice low and filled with promise, her gaze locked onto mine.
By the time we had a car ordered and were weaving through the crowd together toward the exit, the anticipation was killing me. I could feel the growing wetness between my legs, Gracie’s soft hand wrapped around my bicep not helping in the slightest. Jesse caught sight of us as we left.
“Heading out?” he called over the music. Todd’s eyes found us, and a grin flashed across his face.
“Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do!” Todd shouted with an overly exaggerated wink.
“Or do it!” Jesse added. “Keep things interesting, you know?”
The ride back to the resort was a blur of need and slight tipsiness for both of us. Gracie’s fingers toyed with the hem of my dress as we drove the short distance from the club. The exchange of heated glances and mounting excitement was nearly unbearable.
We had talked about it—about using toys. We had played with a couple, mostly vibrators, but we had discussed the strap a few weeks ago, and we were both eager. It wasn’t my first time with one, but Gracie had told me she’d never used it before. She had mentioned her ex-boyfriend, Dane, and how she’d had sex with him even though she hadn’t particularly enjoyed it.
But she had said she wanted to try this—to see how it would feel to have me moving above her, inside her.
We had barely made it through the door of our room before Gracie’s lips found mine. Her fingers tangled in my hair as the door clicked shut behind us. Her breath was hot and eager, her body pressing against mine in a desperation that mirrored my own. My hands tugged at her dress, the material pooling at her feet and leaving her standing before me in only her underwear.
She had forgone a bra, and my hands immediately went to her breasts, squeezing gently and running my thumbs over her nipples as she tugged at the buttons of my blouse. Her fingers fumbled in her haste, and I chuckled against her lips. My hand glided down between her legs, feeling the warmth and wetness of her through the thin lace. She gasped, her head falling back and giving me access to her neck.
I pressed hot kisses into her skin, her breathless sighs spurring me on as I ground the base of my palm against her clit. Her hands, now gripping my half-unbuttoned blouse, seemed more focused on steadying herself than removing it.
Her eyes suddenly flashed open, catching me off guard, and I paused. “Can we shower first?” she asked, her cheeks flushed, her lips swollen, her voice breathless. “I feel gross—sticky from the heat—and I don’t want to smell…”
A grin spread across my face as I removed my hand, taking hers instead and leading her toward the bathroom. “I feel exactly the same way.”

Showering turned out to be the perfect warm-up for the main event I had planned for her. I had already made her come before she even had the chance to lather soap onto her body. My hands had quickly found their way between her thighs as soon as we stepped under the spray. Her soft cries echoed off the bathroom walls in a delicious chorus, and when she shattered around my fingers, her head pressed back against the cool tile in ecstasy, I knew I couldn’t wait to get her into bed.
Gracie’s lips found mine in a languid kiss, her hair tied up in a high bun with loose tendrils framing her face. She sucked my lower lip into her mouth, her hands sensually moving a washcloth over me. She worked quickly, pressing me against the cool tiles of the shower as her lips trailed to that sensitive spot just beneath my ear. Her hands explored my body, her fingers teasing the edges of my breasts.
She ensured the last of the suds had disappeared before letting her lips trail downward, her fingers finding my clit as her tongue flicked across my right nipple. Her other hand caressed and squeezed my breast, and I cried out, my breath coming in shallow pants as she swirled her fingers, gliding them with a languid rhythm that made my knees weak.
She shifted to my other nipple, lavishing it with the same attention. Her tongue teased the hardened bud before biting down gently, just as her fingers grazed inside me with an achingly slow precision. Then, she withdrew just as deliberately, and I groaned.
“Are you trying to kill me?” I panted, swallowing hard. Her light laugh filled the steam-filled shower.
“Maybe,” she giggled breathlessly. “I had, like, fifty oysters at dinner. I’m so fucking horny, I could devour you.”
Her lips began their descent down my stomach, and I watched with burning need as she lowered herself to her knees. Her hands gripped my thighs, sending a shiver down my spine before she pressed a kiss to the inside of my knee, working her way upward with infuriating slowness. Her eyes locked onto mine, a teasing glint in them that made my stomach tighten.
“Oh, fuck,” I groaned when her mouth finally moved to where I needed her. Her tongue slipped between me with practiced ease, circling my clit. My hands found her hair, needing something to hold onto as hot waves of desire coursed through me. Each flick of her tongue and gentle suction built a fire low in my stomach.
“Oh, Jesus, Gracie,” I gasped as she worked me expertly, her hands gripping my hips firmly to keep me steady as I trembled. “Oh God, Gracie, I’m going to—”
My voice broke as her tongue maintained its perfect rhythm. Her name fell from my lips like a prayer as the building wave crashed over me. My orgasm consumed me with a loud moan, my body shaking as I rode it out. Gracie’s lips stayed persistent, drawing every last ripple of pleasure from me until it became too much. She finally pulled back, and I leaned my head against the tiles for support, my breaths uneven and shallow.
Gracie kissed her way back up my body, her lips finding mine in a deep, unhurried kiss that sent a final jolt of satisfaction through me.
I could taste myself on her lips, my heart racing as I came down from the high, kissing her back with equal fervor. My hand reached out blindly to shut off the water. Gracie grinned at me, stepping back before grabbing our towels and tossing mine at me with a twinkle in her eye that had me choking back another “I love you.”
“So, is it a competition tonight?” Gracie asked, her voice a low purr as she dried herself off. “Who can get the other off the most?”
I let out a loud laugh as I finished drying and hung up my towel. Before she could react, I surprised her by scooping her up bridal style. A shriek escaped her lips.
“You know I would win that every time. And once I’m done with you, I don’t think you’ll be up for doing much else.” My voice was cocky and full of promise, but I knew I was stating facts. With the strap—and knowing how to use it—I could have Gracie boneless and on another planet within ten minutes.
“Big words,” she teased, but I could hear the anticipation in her voice as I carried her to the bedroom. I set her down onto the bed, her chest rising and falling slowly as she looked up at me, perfectly naked and entirely mine.
“God, you’re beautiful,” I murmured, shaking my head as I watched her recline against the pillows. I nearly ignored the strap and its attachments, tempted to just join her. But no—the thought of having her writhing beneath me, her pleasure completely at my mercy—was too enticing.
“Stay there,” I ordered.
Her brow quirked, and I could feel her eyes following me as I turned to my suitcase resting on the daybed. I flipped it open, rummaging through the top compartment until my hands found the harness, a bottle of lube, and the velvet pouch containing the dildo attachment.
I had bought everything brand new specifically for this weekend. We’d chosen it together, and I’d ordered it online. Stepping into the straps, I knew Gracie’s eyes were keenly watching. I adjusted the harness around my hips, ensuring it was snug—not too loose, not too tight. The weight of the silicone attachment felt familiar, almost natural, as I secured it in place. It was flesh-colored; we had agreed the pink, purple, and orange options looked silly. Gracie had joked she would start laughing if I walked up to her wearing a vibrant purple dildo.
I took a breath before turning back to her. Her eyes were dark with anticipation, her lower lip pulled between her teeth as she watched me approach. Her gaze flicked to the lube, her brow lifting with interest.
“It feels better, in my opinion,” I said with a shrug. “We can either use it or not. It’s up to you.”
“I’m fine with lube,” she replied, her voice softer now. As I climbed onto the bed, positioning myself between her legs, she spread them automatically for me. Her cheeks flushed as I hovered above her.
“I feel nervous—I don’t know why. I just do,” she confessed.
I grinned down at her, my hand gliding along the side of her body as her eyes fluttered shut. “It’s just because it’s new,” I said softly. “If you don’t want to, though, it’s fine.”
“Oh God, no!” Gracie’s legs wrapped around mine, holding me close. “I want to—trust me.”
A low laugh escaped me as I leaned down, pressing my lips to hers. Her hands found my shoulders, her nails dragging lightly along my skin, her legs snugly wrapped around my waist. I kissed her deeply, bracing myself above her as my tongue slipped into her mouth, stroking against hers. My thumb brushed over her nipple, and she gasped into my mouth.
She bit my lower lip, and heat flooded me. I could feel the wetness between my legs as she shifted against me, her thighs opening wider. My lips trailed down her jawline to her neck. I popped open the lid of the lube, spreading it carefully along the attachment. I kissed her again, gently tugging her lower lip with my teeth before pushing forward, guiding the dildo into her.
I pulled back slightly, watching her face as I entered her. Her lips parted on a soft gasp, her eyes fluttering shut. Slowly, I moved into her, fully sheathing the toy. Her hands gripped my lower back, just above my hips, her nails pressing into my skin.
“I love you,” I murmured, my voice trembling with emotion. Her eyes flew open, filled with lust and vulnerability.
“I love you too,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. I began moving inside her, rocking my hips as her eyes widened before fluttering shut again. Her hips rose to meet mine in perfect rhythm. “Oh God,” she whimpered, her grip tightening. “Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me.”
Her moans filled the room, loud and unrestrained, nearly enough to make me come myself. She looked flawless beneath me, her face pinched with pleasure. Her hands slipped from my back to grip the linen beneath us, spurring me on. Every sound she made drove me to move faster, harder. I lost myself in the moment.
“Oh God,” she gasped, her eyes flashing open as she looked at me with wonder. “Don’t stop.”
There was no chance I’d stop. The feel of her beneath me, the way her body responded—it was intoxicating. I shifted, lifting her thigh over my arm as I drove into her. She cried out loudly.
“Touch yourself,” I commanded, my voice rough with desire. I knew how much she liked clit stimulation, and I wanted to push her over the edge. Her eyes snapped open in surprise, her cheeks flushed deeply. “Touch yourself,” I repeated. This time, her hand slid between us, her fingers finding her clit.
“Oh, Ashley!” she cried, her fingers moving over her clit as I drove into her faster and harder. Her cries became frantic, her hips losing their rhythm as her orgasm built. I took one of her nipples into my mouth, and when her climax hit, her back arched off the bed. Her cries filled the room as I held her tightly, her hips rolling as her pussy clenched around the toy.
As she slowed, her back lowering to the bed and her eyes blinking open, I pressed a soft kiss just below her ear before slowly withdrawing. A breathless shudder escaped her as I did, and I quickly unclasped the attachments. Setting the strap on the floor, I collapsed beside her, pulling her into my arms as she caught her breath.
“Jesus,” she whispered on a shaky exhale, a small laugh escaping her. “I can’t feel my legs.”
“I told you,” I said smugly into her neck. “Boneless.”
“Shut up,” she said with a playful laugh, tugging me closer all the same. “I love you, Ashley Morgan. You can fuck me boneless anytime.”
“Your wish, my command,” I murmured, a small yawn escaping as I shut my eyes.
In that moment, with her in my arms and the sound of ocean waves crashing against the shore outside, everything felt perfect.



CHAPTER 17

Gracie

Right Now
Istood in front of the full-length mirror in my room, my arms aching from trying to wrestle my tangle of hair into submission. So far, I was losing the battle. The curls coiled and frizzed aggressively, and my patience was wearing dangerously thin as tears of frustration pooled in my eyes.
Taking a deep breath, I lowered my arms and blinked back the tears, staring at the unwashed mess on my head. Thanks to the stupid stitches, I hadn’t been able to wash my hair properly. The combination of oil, sweat, and who knew what else was starting to make me feel disgusting. I was bordering on unhinged, my sanity warring with the bird’s nest on my head.
“This will be over soon,” I assured myself, my voice wobbling as I moved back to tackle my hair. I had an appointment at the hospital this morning to get the stitches removed and a checkup. While I was excited to have the stitches out, I wasn’t looking forward to the rest of it—the part where I had to tell Dr. Boyd that I still remembered absolutely nothing about my life and endure his placating doctor tone.
Having the stitches removed felt like a step forward, but everything else seemed like five steps back. I still felt emotionally raw from all the Bailey drama. Losing him had been horrible, and the tumble I’d taken when he ran hadn’t helped. But the look on Ashley’s face when she couldn’t find him haunted me. Guilt chewed at me, and I had to remind myself that Bailey was safe in the house now and no longer missing.
Then there was the talk Ashley and I had. We had been so raw, spilling our feelings out to each other. While it had been a relief, I woke up this morning with a heavy head. Ashley had asked for a chance to show me why we were so good together. She had asked me out, and I had agreed—because, honestly, I wanted to know. Her words had made sense.
I swallowed hard at the memory of her hugging me, the way I had fit so perfectly in her arms as we stood in the kitchen. Her arms had wound around me so warmly, as if they were the only thing holding me together. It had stirred something deep inside me—something confusing, terrifying, and exciting all at once.
We were going out tonight, and I wanted to look good for her—for myself too. But how the hell was I supposed to manage that when my hair looked like it had been caught in a wind tunnel?
Yanking another hairband from the drawer, I tried again. Twisting and pulling, I wrestled with my hair, my lower lip caught between my teeth in concentration.
Snap.
The band broke—and so did my patience.
“Goddammit!” I yelled, hurling the broken elastic toward the window before flinging my hairbrush at the wall. Heaving a breath, I pressed the heels of my palms against my eyes, willing the tears not to come.
“Gracie?” Ashley’s voice came from the doorway, soft and tentative, her knuckles rapping against the wood at the same time.
I moved my hands from my eyes and straightened, catching sight of her in the mirror’s reflection. She stood in the doorway, her hair slicked into a low bun, light makeup accentuating her features. She wore a floor-length light-blue robe, and my stomach flipped at the realization that she had just caught me losing my shit.
“Uh… hey,” I muttered lamely, my eyes darting to the discarded hairbrush a few feet away. My cheeks flushed.
“I just need to grab an outfit from the closet,” she said, her eyes lingering on my flushed cheeks.
“Oh, sure,” I mumbled, clearing my throat. “Go for it.”
I turned my gaze back to the mirror as Ashley crossed the room and disappeared into the walk-in closet. I glared at my watery eyes and red-tinged cheeks, trying to push the emotions aside. I focused on centering myself, desperate not to break down in front of her—again.
Ashley reappeared moments later, now dressed in cream-colored pants with a tailored blue blouse tucked neatly into them. A black belt cinched her waist, and sleek loafers completed the look. A hint of something musky and floral lingered in the air. I inhaled discreetly, but my head spun, and I had to close my eyes as the sensation threatened to overwhelm me.
“I have a meeting later,” Ashley said, her voice cutting through the growing fog in my brain. “This is my lucky shirt. Are—are you all right?”
My eyes flashed open, but before I could respond, the softness in her tone and the spinning in my head broke the dam. “I can’t do my hair!” I cried weakly, sniffling. “I can’t manage it—there’s so much of it! It needs washing—it smells. I hate it. I’ve broken four hairbands already.”
“Hey,” Ashley murmured, her tone soothing some of the noise in my head. Her brow furrowed as she stepped closer. “It’s all right. I can—do you want me to braid it for you? I used to do that sometimes when it became too much.”
I blinked, wiping my eyes. “You did?”
She nodded, a small but reassuring smile on her lips. “Yeah. You used to tell me to ‘work my magic.’ I mean, the secret to controlling your hair is not letting it smell your fear, you know?”
A laugh bubbled up despite my agitation, and I found myself nodding. “Okay. Um, where do you want me?”
She pointed toward the stool in front of what looked like a vanity table. I moved to sit down, watching her in the reflection as she came up behind me.
“I can get you an appointment at the usual place you go,” Ashley said as her fingers began to work through the mess of curls, tugging just enough at my scalp to make it pleasurable. My eyes fluttered shut. “Now that your stitches are coming out, you could get it washed and styled… if you want. Your stylist owes me a big favor. I could probably get you in today.”
I blinked my eyes open, watching as her hands worked carefully through the strands. “You can?”
“Yep,” she replied with a grin. “A professional wash might be a good idea for your first one since the accident. You’ll need a deep clean and a treatment. Do you want me to get it sorted for you?”
“J-just like that?” I asked, snapping my fingers in disbelief.
As if she could really get me into a salon on such short notice.
“Just like that,” she said with a wink, and my stomach fluttered as I watched her hands methodically section and work through my hair with practiced ease. It was clear she had done this many times before—and done it well. How did she remain so calm? So composed? I knew a bubble of emotions moved just beneath the surface of that maintained control, yet she didn’t lose it. She made space for me to lose it.
Wasn’t she exhausted?
“There,” she said, her fingers leaving my hair as she secured the band at the end of the braid now running down my back. For the first time all morning, I felt like I could breathe. My eyes met hers in the mirror.
“Thank you,” I whispered, my voice small. “And yes… please… can I get my hair done?”
Her smile lit up her face, her blue eyes shining. I blinked as the image of forget me nots popped into my head. “I’ll get it sorted for you. I’ll meet you downstairs in ten, okay?”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak, and watched as she left the room. Taking a few moments to gather myself, I ran my hand along the smooth braid she had created. Shaking my head at my reflection, I stood, slid my feet into a pair of black Birkenstocks, and grabbed my phone from the nightstand.
A notification illuminated the screen, making me freeze—a direct message on my FLIX account. My stomach dropped as I read the name.
Amanda W.
My heart hammered against my ribs, and my fingers moved of their own accord, clearing the notification before I stuffed the phone into my bag, acting on some remembered impulse to hide her. Her. That name I had whispered when I woke up. The person no one except my family knew.
She was real. And messaging me. After I had erased her.
I shook my head and pinched the bridge of my nose, taking a steadying breath. I didn’t have time for this right now. I couldn’t give it the attention I knew it deserved. Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I left the room and made my way downstairs, ignoring what now felt like a loaded gun in my bag and the heavy weight settling in my chest.

Dr. Boyd’s office was a calming place—a room with muted blue walls, minimalist décor, and a wall filled with certificates. No wonder the man looked so exhausted. Just reading them all made my eyes ache.
I was perched on the examination table, Ashley sitting in a chair near the desk, watching as Dr. Boyd worked on my head, removing the remaining stitches with ease. An assisting nurse stood by his side, handing him tools as needed. I hardly felt a thing—just a few gentle tugs and the occasional snipping sound.
“It’s healing very well,” Dr. Boyd said, his voice soothing as he worked. “I’m very happy with how it all looks. The incision has fully closed.”
“So I can wash my hair, then?” I asked, hopeful.
“Yes,” he said with a laugh. “You definitely can. Just be gentle around the site for the next week or so. You’ll still feel some tenderness in your skull, but there’s no redness and no signs of infection. Your bruising and cuts are all superficial, and they’ve gone down significantly since I last saw you.”
I watched as he stepped back, removing his gloves and placing them on the tray the nurse held. He pumped a generous amount of hand sanitizer into his palms and rubbed them together aggressively, a portion splattering onto the carpet—though he didn’t seem to notice. The nurse disposed of the tools and excused herself, leaving Dr. Boyd to take a seat at his desk. He looked all business.
“How have you been this last week?” he asked conversationally. “Any improvement with the memory loss? Have any memories come back?”
I hesitated, too nervous to answer, as though saying it aloud would cement a horrible fact I wasn’t ready to accept. My eyes flicked to Ashley, who was still sitting silently, a forced smile on her face that didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“No,” I muttered. “I’m trying—I—there’s just nothing there. I—I sometimes get feelings… like memories of a feeling. When I played with the band, I felt something… or, like, a smell makes my head spin a little… but there’s nothing concrete.”
“But there’s still a chance she could recover her memories, right?” Ashley asked, her voice higher than usual. “I mean, she’s only been out of the hospital a week.”
The expression on Dr. Boyd’s face was one I didn’t want to see. He looked grim as he pressed his hands together. “I’ll be honest with you both. Given the time that’s passed since the accident and since you’ve been awake, we would have expected at least some memories to resurface by now. The likelihood of recovering your memories, Gracie, is slim. That window is fast closing.”
“B-but there’s still a chance, right?” Ashley asked. I could see the death grip she had on the arm of her chair, her knuckles turning white.
My throat tightened, and it felt as though I’d been hit by a freight train.
“The mind is an unpredictable place,” Dr. Boyd began, his fingers laced together as he leaned back in his chair. “We know so much, and yet so little at the same time. Sometimes, after traumatic injuries, the brain protects itself by creating barriers—whether temporary or permanent. There are no definitive answers as to why.”
My chest ached at the sight of Ashley’s paling face, the tight press of her lips.
“What I do suggest,” Dr. Boyd continued, his tone gentle, “is to stop focusing so much on the past. I know that sounds impossible right now, given it’s what you’ve lost, but putting too much pressure on yourself could hold you back. You need to start seriously looking at your life right now—the present and the future—and building up from there. Sometimes clinging to the past and what you’ve lost can keep you stuck without even realizing it.”
I let out a puff of air and rubbed my face, glancing at Ashley as she visibly swallowed, relaxing her grip on the chair. What was I meant to say? What could I say? My memories were a void of white noise, lost to nothingness, while the woman beside me held all of them.
What was worse, I wondered—having all the memories or being the person without them?
“Let’s book a follow-up for next week to check the surgical site,” Dr. Boyd said.
I blanked out as Ashley pulled out her phone to enter the appointment into her calendar. My ears were ringing, my heart pounding, and the phone sitting in my bag suddenly felt as if it had a heartbeat of its own.
If I wasn’t going to be able to remember, I had to piece things together myself.
Starting with Amanda.

Ashley had one hand on the wheel as she drove, the other resting on the gearshift, her thumb tapping idly, her lips pursed. Neither of us had said a word since leaving the doctor’s office, as if we were both too scared to repeat what we’d heard, to acknowledge the glaring reality we’d soon need to face.
The city blurred past my eyes as I stared out the window, my thoughts heavier than they’d been this morning.
When we pulled into the parking lot, Kat was waiting by the entrance, phone in hand, a big grin on her face as she waved enthusiastically. Ashley parked the car and turned to me.
“Go relax,” she said, her smile small, her voice weak. “Spend some time with your best friend—debrief, do whatever you need to do. We can talk tonight. When we go out—okay?”
The tightening in my chest only seemed to squeeze harder. I nodded once and said, “Okay.”
Ashley’s hand flinched on the gearshift, as if she might reach out but stopped herself. “I’ll pick you up at the house by six. Kat said she can help you get ready. I’ll—I’ll see you later.”
I didn’t miss the water pooling in her eyes or the way her jaw clenched and unclenched as she fought to control her emotions. But, like the coward I was, I nodded again and slipped out of the car. I was too wrapped up in my own tangled web of emotions to figure out how to comfort her.
My breath hitched as I made my way toward Kat. I turned briefly, watching as the sleek car pulled out of the lot.
“You okay?” Kat asked, her voice pulling me from my spiraling thoughts.
“Not really,” I muttered, rubbing my face. “I actually don’t feel like talking about it.”
Her grin faltered slightly, but she nodded once. “Okay, beauty therapy it is. Let’s go in.” She linked her arm through mine, leading me toward the glass doors of the building. I completely missed the name of the place as we entered. Kat approached the blonde girl at reception while the signature smells of a salon—hairspray, oils, and shampoo—hit my senses all at once.
“Hi, we have an appointment under Morgan,” Kat said.
Before the receptionist could respond, a loud shriek pierced the salon, making me jump in fright. I turned just in time to see a man with bleached-blond surfer hair, tanned skin, and chiseled features rushing toward me.
“Gracie!” His thick Australian accent carried across the room. I caught sight of his vibrantly painted fingernails just as he swept me up into his arms, twirling me in a circle and making my head spin before pulling me into a tight hug. “God, I have missed you.”
“Um… hi?” I managed, my voice muffled against his chest.
“Mitch, she doesn’t remember you,” Kat reminded him with a shake of her head. “We went over this.”
“But I remember her,” he gushed dramatically, tucking me under his arm. “I’ve been like a caged bird without you, G. I’ve had to deal with thin, straight hair. No challenges. And now you come back and release me from my hell in the form of… that.” He gestured at my braided hair, and my cheeks flushed.
“So dramatic,” Kat sighed, shaking her head before turning to me. “Okay, so Mitch does your hair every six weeks, and he’s the only person you let touch it. Yes, he’s Australian. Sometimes you don’t understand a word he’s saying—that’s fine. Just nod and smile.”
Mitch reached out and flicked Kat on the ear, earning himself a swat as she batted his hand away. “All is well now, Gracie-Bird. Let Uncle Mitch take care of you.”
I shot a panicked look at Kat, who was being directed to her own chair by a much calmer-looking hairdresser. She winked at me before sitting down. I turned back to Mitch as he directed me to a chair, plopping me down and flourishing a hot pink cape dramatically before draping it around my neck. My head suddenly looked too big for my body.
“All right,” he sighed softly, working to undo the braid. “Lay it on me, babe. What are we dealing with?”
I blinked at him. “Uh, well… I honestly don’t know the last time I washed it. I had the accident, and then I was in a coma for a bit. The stitches came out today. The doctor said to be careful around here.” I placed two fingers on the tender area, wincing slightly. “It’s still tender. I guess… just do whatever you normally do?”
“Perfect,” he said with a clap of his hands and a grin. “I’m going to wash that scalp of yours, because, hon, it’s looking a little festy, but we’ll give you your glow-up in no time, okay? Now, Kat says you’ve got a bit of a hot date tonight, so we’ll put in some extra oils for shine and, you know, aroma. How’s that blonde goddess of yours?”
Hot date? My stomach flipped, and I looked at Mitch in panic before processing his other question—entirely loaded and one I wasn’t sure how to answer.
“Okay,” Mitch laughed nervously. “Let’s start with something a little less complicated—me. So, I started seeing this guy…”

Mitch was clearly a witch because the hair I walked out of the salon with was a far cry from the mess I’d walked in with. Now, perched at my dressing table, I blinked at myself in the mirror and lightly touched one of my perfectly smoothed, shiny curls. The scent of jasmine and something vanilla-based wafted up, and for the first time since waking up, I felt like… myself.
The light caught the honeyed tones threaded through my hair, and I marveled at the shine. The untamable was now tame, and Mitch had given me enough tips and tricks to keep it under control. Maybe I could actually embrace the curls instead of shying away from them. No wonder I’d started wearing my hair curly—if this was how good it could look.
It felt as though renewed energy had poured into me since the salon. The darkness of the morning wasn’t forgotten but had been pushed to the back of my mind. Mitch’s infectious enthusiasm had left me giggling more than once as I relaxed into the experience. His quick wit and humor were impossible to resist, and his hands on my scalp had felt almost healing. He’d taken extra care around the incision site, a gesture that hadn’t gone unnoticed.
Kat had pressed me for details about my appointment that morning, so I’d told her about Dr. Boyd’s update: how he had expected memories to resurface by now and that I needed to prepare for the possibility they might never return. She’d hugged me before letting the subject drop, to my relief. Instead, she pivoted to grilling me about tonight’s date with Ashley.
What was I wearing? Did I want help with my makeup? Did I know where we were going?
No to all of the above. I’d needed time alone to calm the ever-growing nerves inside me. Bare minimum on the makeup would be fine—Ashley had seen me looking worse. I would survive.
I took a breath and got to my feet, looking at the bed where a variety of outfits lay strewn across the covers, each piece rejected for one reason or another. Gritting my teeth in frustration, I walked back over and sifted through the materials again. My hand landed on a wide leg olive green jumpsuit. Biting my lip, I pulled it from the pile, holding it against my body as I turned to look in the mirror.
It was simple yet elegant, with a halter neckline and fabric that flowed in a flattering but comfortable way. It would have to do—I couldn’t keep standing here in my underwear, obsessing over clothing. Fastening the clasp behind my neck, I smoothed the jumpsuit into place before spotting a pair of tan block heels to wear later.
Back at the dressing table, my hands hovered over an array of brushes and powders. I blinked down at them, wondering if I should have taken Kat up on her offer to help, before shaking my head. I could keep it simple—I could at least manage that. I didn’t need an audience for this silent freak-out I was having.
As my hands moved among the products, my thoughts wandered to the evening ahead. Ashley had kept the plans under wraps, which I supposed was fine, but it only added to my nerves. Deep down, I knew I shouldn’t feel nervous. We’d been sharing the same living space for at least a week, but the other night—when Bailey had run off—was the first time we’d really gotten real with each other. It was obvious there were a lot of emotions bubbling beneath Ashley’s calm exterior.
My hand paused with the brush as I caught my reflection in the mirror, hating the vulnerability in my eyes, the raw nervousness. My stomach was in knots, and my palms were sweating. I used to feel this way when getting ready for a night out with Amanda, knowing the evening would likely end in tears and fighting.
Was that how Ashley and I behaved?
There was so much unknown to contend with, and now I had the added layer of Amanda’s message waiting for a response. No—I would think about that later. I was already under enough pressure; I didn’t need to add to it.
What if I felt nothing after tonight? Yes, I could say I found Ashley attractive—visually, she was stunning—but what if we went on this date, she told me about herself again, about our life, and I still felt this numbness? I was now facing the risk of my memories never returning, combined with the lingering pressure to fall for someone I couldn’t fully remember.
But I would give her this chance. I would keep an open mind. I would try to shelve every other worry and fear that had been hanging over me lately.
My phone buzzed just as I set down the mascara. Glancing at the screen, I saw Ashley’s name and a message beside it:
Ashley - I’m here—I’ll wait for you in the car. I got ready at the gym. Take your time.
My stomach flipped. I sucked in a nervous breath as I scooped up my small brown bag and phone. Straightening up, I nervously fanned under my arms, knowing I couldn’t add any more perfume without choking myself out. Sliding my feet into the black heels, I eyed the mess on the bed before shrugging and heading downstairs. I could deal with it later.
Bailey was sprawled on the cool tiles of the kitchen floor, right next to his now empty dinner bowl, which had been full half an hour ago. He barely lifted his head as my heels clacked against the marble on my way to the front door. Through the frosted glass, I could see Ashley’s car idling outside.
Here went nothing.

As I stepped out the door, making sure it closed behind me, I saw that Ashley had already begun to exit the car. She came around to the passenger side and opened the door for me.
I paused for half a second at the sight of her—a far cry from the girl in her business suits or gym clothes with braided hair. The late afternoon sun caught the shine of her golden hair, which hung in gentle waves, resting against her tailored silk black blouse. The two top buttons were undone, revealing a teasing glimpse of her creamy skin and collarbone. A delicate gold chain gleamed softly against her chest. High-waisted white trousers hugged her frame perfectly, making her legs appear longer and giving her a statuesque appearance. Nude stilettos, elegant and simple, added a touch of height, and a bold red lip stood out like an invitation.
I couldn’t breathe. She looked… different. Intimidatingly stunning.
Ashley smiled as I came closer, her striking blue eyes meeting mine. “You look beautiful,” she said softly, her voice carrying an easy confidence that hadn’t been there all week. Her fingers twirled one of my curls, her touch gentle, and my skin tingled. “Your hair looks amazing.”
I blinked, trying to process the compliment and her new demeanor, feeling my cheeks heat. Why the hell was I blushing? “Thank you,” I managed, clutching the strap of my bag tightly.
Her perfume wafted toward me as she moved—subtle and expensive, something warm and floral that teased my senses. On my inhale, I felt an almost déjà vu-like sensation, as if I’d smelled it before.
I took Ashley’s offered hand as she helped me into the black SUV before closing the door and circling back to the driver’s side. Her shoulders were no longer slumped as they had been. No, she stood tall and walked with pride. I watched her with intrigue as she got in and adjusted her seatbelt. Was this the Ashley I had fallen for? This confident, model-like woman?
She looked as if she had stepped out of a FLIX influencer post.
Realizing I was staring, I hurriedly looked out the window. “So, where are we going?” I asked, needing to fill the silence.
“Jarvis,” Ashley replied as she drove us down the long driveway, easing the car onto the street. “It’s a restaurant I think you’ll love. I’m friends with the owner, and the food is amazing. Plus, it’s right on the water.”
I nodded, turning the name over in my mind, but it didn’t ring any bells. “It sounds nice,” I murmured.
“How was the salon?” Ashley asked, and I turned to look at her. “You look more relaxed with your hair than you did this morning.” Her lips quirked into a smirk, and I found myself tracking the movement. “No more plans to shave it all off?”
So she had heard my earlier rants, then.
A laugh found its way to my lips, and I shook my head, running my fingers through my curls. “No, I’ve decided to keep it. It feels… amazing. Mitch works some sort of magic. I’ve never been able to make my curls look this good before. I used to straighten them to within an inch of their life. My mom hated my hair when it was curly.”
“You do love your curls,” Ashley told me. “It was one of the first things I noticed about you. You’ve been going to Mitch since you moved out of your parents’ house. He was working in some really dodgy looking salon when he first started out, but it was within your budget. You’ve stuck with him ever since.”
She had noticed my curls when she first met me? Amanda had always helped me straighten them, saying my hair looked better that way. A memory blinked into focus—a night at a beach bonfire when I’d gone natural with my hair. She had made jokes about it all night, and I’d never worn it curly around her again.
I frowned as the conversation shifted. Ashley kept it going effortlessly, delving into her day at work and her client meetings. I found myself listening with interest, wondering what had motivated her to get into the fitness industry, let alone run a fitness empire. The nervous knots in my stomach slowly began to unravel.
By the time we pulled into the valet parking at Jarvis, the sun was dipping lower on the horizon, casting a golden glow over the restaurant and the water behind it. I got out and walked over the polished floors, watching as Ashley handed her keys to the valet with a warm smile.
“Come on,” she said with a grin, her hand going to my lower back to guide me inside. I blinked but followed her, her scent overwhelming my senses the closer she got.
The moment we stepped inside, I was struck by how effortlessly stylish and rich the place looked. Fancy restaurants weren’t new to me—I wasn’t naïve; I had grown up with money—but this was something else entirely. It was the kind of place my mother might actually approve of. Everything was clean lines and coastal chic vibes, with high ceilings and floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the ocean view like a real-time work of art.
Warm wooden tones and black iron accents gave the space an inviting feel, while lush green plants dotted the area. Soft lighting glowed from pendant lights and sconces, casting a warm ambiance that felt intimate without being overly stuffy.
I blinked back to the moment as Ashley gave her name to the hostess, who flipped through a sleek black book before looking up with a perfectly curated smile. She nodded and gestured for us to follow her.
Ashley’s hand rested lightly on my back as the hostess guided us toward the wooden stairs. The buzz of quiet conversation and faint strains of music followed us as we ascended. I held the railing, my hand grazing its smooth surface, feeling as though my heels echoed too loudly against the wood.
We reached the upper landing, which mirrored much of the downstairs, except a wall of glass doors had been pulled open to reveal balcony dining bathed in the glow of the setting sun. I gasped softly at the sight. Twinkle lights strung above glowed in the open air as if suspended by magic, their light reflecting off the polished wood of the deck.
Water stretched out as far as the eye could see, waves catching the last hints of sunlight. A salty tang carried on the breeze, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of wonder. I glanced at Ashley as we approached our table.
“This looks amazing,” I breathed, my voice light and airy, as I took the offered seat.
Ashley sat across from me, smiling. “The view here is amazing.”
“Your server will be right with you,” the hostess murmured. “Enjoy your evening, ladies.”
When the server arrived, Ashley ordered a bottle of wine for the table along with some sparkling water. I nodded to both options and watched her speak, her voice filled with a confidence I wasn’t entirely used to. She exuded complete control and composure, from the way she crossed her legs to the way she rested her hands on the edge of the table.
Suddenly, I felt small in comparison, as if I were too rough around the edges. Nothing about me exuded composure or confidence. I was transported back to high school, where girls who looked and spoke like Ashley—so sure of their place in the world—would heckle and ridicule me from the back of a classroom or in the locker room.
Ashley caught my eye as the server left. She quirked a brow, a smile tugging at her lips. “What?”
I didn’t know why I said it, how the words even found their way out of my mouth, but they tumbled out all the same. “You look like you would have bullied me in high school.”
Ashley blinked, the smile slipping from her face, and regret hit me instantly. Why had I said that? Why hadn’t I kept it to myself? The thought said more about me than it did about her.
“You were bullied in school?” Ashley asked, her brows furrowing. “You never told me. Um… I apologize on behalf of all… tall blonde girls out there?”
I shook my head and cringed inwardly. “I’m sorry—I—I don’t even know why I said that. Well, I mean, I do, because you kind of do. I’m just trying to connect the dots to how I went from being heckled by girls who look like you to being engaged to one. Clearly, I got over it at some point or just moved on from that time… maybe improved my self-esteem. I wouldn’t know.”
Oh, Gracie, just shut up, I pleaded internally.
“I—you never told me that,” Ashley murmured, the confidence in her voice gone, before a thoughtful expression slid onto her face. “For the record, I was very much not who I am now back in school.”
I blinked at her. “Oh?”
Ashley folded her arms and smirked. “Picture braces, glasses, gangly limbs, and short, limp hair with terrible bangs. I lived and breathed all the athletic sports I could get involved in. I voluntarily ran laps for fun. I was an absolute fitness freak—it was weird back then. Apparently, it’s cute now that I have a fitness empire and a better haircut.”
I stared at her, trying to reconcile this put-together, bombshell-looking woman with the teenager I had constructed in my head. “I can’t—the math isn’t mathing here.”
“There are definitely some photos somewhere in the house,” Ashley told me, laughter in her voice as she shrugged. “But it’s the truth. I was not cute or popular in school—I had like three friends before I had to move to Kansas. After that, I had none.”
“You lived in Kansas?” I asked, interest filling me.
“Briefly,” she murmured, just as the server came over and set down the wine and our two glasses, along with the water. “Thank you,” she told him with a smile. “We’ll pour our own.”
“Of course,” he said with a nod. “I’ll be back shortly for the food order.”
Ashley flipped open her menu, and I mirrored her, my eyes grazing across the black and white page as I took in a range of fancy words I couldn’t even begin to pronounce. I squinted at the entrees, my eyes landing on a seafood tasting platter. That looked delicious.
“What do you feel like?” Ashley asked, setting down the menu. She calmly poured each of us a glass of wine.
“That tasting platter looks really good,” I told her, hearing my stomach growl at my words.
“Mm, it does,” Ashley murmured. “Want to share it?”
I nodded just as the server came back to take our order. He soon disappeared with a flourish to put it through. I ran my finger along the rim of the wineglass and looked at Ashley with interest.
“Can I ask… why did you live in Kansas?”
Her posture stiffened slightly, her gaze dropping to the candle that flickered in the center of the table, and her lips pressed into a thin line. I immediately regretted the question, but it was too late now.
“I had to move there right after my parents died,” she said, her voice a little quieter. “My sister Hannah and I had no living relatives, so we had to go to Kansas. Our grandparents were old-school, church on Sunday types, and they ran a small farm. It was in the middle of nowhere, but we had nowhere else to go.”
“Oh,” I murmured, trying to picture Ashley on a farm and failing.
“They were very conservative and strict. They meant well—even I knew that—but I kept a lot of who I was under wraps. I just worked hard, focused on school, and made sure I got into a good college. It was my way out of the mess.” She looked as if she were about to say more but instead picked up her glass of wine and took a sip.
Her parents—of course. How hadn’t I connected the dots? I grimaced inwardly. Probably because ever since my mother had so casually brought it up at dinner, I’d been dying of secondhand embarrassment.
“I’m sorry,” I said softly, my cheeks heating. “About my mom… at dinner the other night. The way she spoke to you was…” I trailed off and let out a breath. “My mom has this weird power over me. I can’t explain it. She—she just gets in my head. And once she’s on the wine, she’s ten times worse.”
Ashley leaned back slightly, her piercing blue eyes studying me. “I get it,” she said finally, her voice steady. “Your mom has never been easy to deal with, but I can handle her. Don’t worry about it. You’re going through enough right now.”
Her kindness—the true, genuine kindness behind her words—almost knocked me off my chair. But the guilt sitting in the pit of my stomach had a hold of me now that I had acknowledged it. I found myself leaning across the table, my hand finding hers. Her eyes widened in surprise.
“And I’m—” I cleared my throat, unsure why I was suddenly feeling so emotional. “I’m sorry about your parents. I’m sorry you lost them. I—I should have said something sooner.”
Her hand felt warm in mine, and when her thumb brushed over my knuckles, something shifted in my chest. Her blue eyes held me captive.
“Thank you,” she murmured, her voice low.
My hand tingled as if zapped, and just as Ashley opened her mouth to say something else, the server returned with our food. Ashley’s hand slipped from mine, but her warmth lingered. I pulled away slowly and leaned back in my chair as the enormous serving platter was presented before us. Ashley winked at me from across the table.
A light spinning sensation danced in my head before a smile graced my lips so naturally it almost surprised me. The sun had officially set on the horizon, and the sky above us was a deep dark blue, slowly morphing into black. Stars began to dot the expanse, while the twinkle lights glowed, their reflections dancing off Ashley’s golden hair. I truly took in the woman across from me.
She had lost her parents young and traumatically but had continued to pursue her dreams and goals, fighting for the life she wanted and achieving it. She was successful, beautiful, and, most importantly, she had heart—and guts. She faced challenges head on and thrived in them.
This was a woman who was good in a crisis, I decided firmly. She didn’t waste time panicking or flailing about. She simply assessed how a situation could be corrected and took charge. Even with me and my memory loss, she hadn’t curled up into a ball and cried. She had just gotten on with it, doing everything she could to help me remember—or at least ensure I was comfortable.
Was she shelving her own emotional needs, though? Was she taking care of herself?
“You look lost in thought,” Ashley murmured as she set down her glass. I realized I was likely staring at her with an intensity that bordered on a glare.
I flushed, shaking my head as I glanced down at the platter. “You know, I’m just wondering… I don’t think I like oysters.”
Ashley snorted, her laugh breaking the moment. “Trust me, you love oysters.” The way she said it, her laugh so knowing and esoteric, made me frown. She caught my expression and tilted her head slightly. “I know you aren’t a huge fan of ‘remember whens,’ but do you want some context?”
“I think I need it in this instance,” I said, a nervousness bubbling inside me at the thought of another “Old Gracie” memory being revealed.
“Okay, so a few years ago, we went to Cabo for your birthday with the band…”

The sun had long dipped below the horizon by the time Ashley and I left the restaurant, our footsteps echoing softly on the pavement as we walked to an ice cream stand Ashley claimed was the best in the area. Neither of us had spoken much since leaving, but the silence wasn’t awkward—it felt easy. Normal.
Ashley’s hand brushed mine as we walked, and I blinked at the warmth that spread through me. It settled low in my stomach, seeped into my bones, and left me feeling a little breathless. I glanced up at her, catching the way the breeze lifted strands of her hair. The faintest hint of her perfume drifted over to me.
Poised, confident, and probably one of the most breathtaking women I had ever seen. The more we had talked tonight, the more I learned about her, the more I understood. I understood why we were together and why I had fallen in love with her. She was the perfect woman through and through—good, honest, smart, and witty. And I—I felt entirely out of my league.
I swallowed and looked ahead, spotting the ice cream stand farther down the street. It was a small cart on wheels, adorned with twinkling fairy lights and a quaint chalkboard propped precariously against it. The board’s wobbly legs threatened to give way each time the evening breeze teased it. I felt like that board—on edge, fragile, as though one stronger gust might knock me off my feet.
I didn’t understand how I had ended up with her—what she saw in me. I was a mess with no direction and no sense of who I was. Surely, I hadn’t been much more when she met me. I was a lying, cheating, horrible person who hid my sexuality and strung along one of the nicest guys on the planet, all while clinging to loose dreams of being an artist.
I couldn’t trace the path that connected those dots—the one where I became someone worthy of Ashley Morgan.
Amanda had been my speed. She was just as messed up as I was. We were on the same level. Ashley, though? Ashley was ten levels above me—and then some. It was obvious.
“I think I’ll go vanilla,” Ashley said, her voice breaking through my warring thoughts. I realized we’d made it to the stand. “Classic and uncomplicated. What about you?”
I grimaced inwardly—she could have been describing herself.
“Maybe chocolate,” I said lightly, trying to keep my tone free of the storm raging inside me.
Just as Ashley stepped forward to place our order, a shrill, piercing scream shattered the calm night air. My head whipped around at the sound, and I saw a young woman frantically waving her arms, her face pale with what could only be described as terror.
“He’s choking!” she cried, clutching a small boy beside her who was clawing at his throat and gasping for air. “Somebody help!”
Ashley’s blonde hair flashed beside me as she moved quickly, her voice sharp and authoritative as she barked at someone to call 911. She reached the child, whose red face and watering eyes made my chest tighten. I clutched the edge of the ice cream stand, the sound of someone calling 911 faintly echoing in my ears.
“All right, buddy,” Ashley murmured calmly as she crouched behind him, positioning herself with her arms encircling his tiny body, locking her hands just below his ribcage. “I’m going to help you, okay?” Her tone was steady, but the boy’s frantic eyes darted toward the crowd gathering around him, panic building while the woman beside him sobbed uncontrollably.
I watched as Ashley gave a sharp, well-practiced thrust upward. The boy’s body jerked slightly, but nothing happened. The woman began wailing louder. The crowd grew, and my mouth went dry as I took in the determined look on Ashley’s face while she gave another thrust.
Nothing.
“He’s turning purple!” the woman screamed, clutching her hair in despair. “Oh, Jesus!”
“Ambulance is on the way!” someone shouted, their voice tinged with panic. My heart pounded, wind rushing in my ears.
“Come on, kiddo,” Ashley grunted, and with one more thrust, the boy heaved. A mangled chunk of what looked like a hotdog hit the ground with a wet thud. He gasped, sucking in a shaky breath as Ashley steadied him. The boy began crying, and the frantic woman transformed, scooping him into her arms, tears streaming down her face.
Relieved sighs rippled through the crowd, followed by a smattering of applause.
“Oh, God!” the woman choked out, rubbing the boy’s back. She turned to Ashley, her gratitude overflowing. “Thank you so much!”
Ashley nodded, her cheeks faintly flushed as she patted the boy’s back. “He’s okay now. Have him checked out when the ambulance arrives—just to be safe.”
“I will,” the woman whimpered, clearing her throat. “I’m his nanny. It’s—it’s my first day on the job. I—I don’t know what I would have done…”
“Take a first aid course,” Ashley told her, her tone kind and free of judgment. “Kids are walking danger zones. A first aid course will give you the skills for moments like this.”
The woman nodded and moved to sit on the low wall, placing the boy beside her. Someone approached with a sealed bottle of water and offered it to the child, who took it eagerly. I watched as Ashley walked back over to me, her cheeks and neck slightly flushed. My chest felt tight, though I couldn’t tell if it was because I’d been holding my breath or because the overwhelming sense of admiration crashing over me might crush me.
“Are you all good?” Ashley asked, her eyes scanning mine as she stopped in front of me.
“Am I all—are you all good?” I asked in disbelief. “You just saved that kid’s life! I mean—you were incredible.”
She shrugged as if it were no big deal and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s just basic first aid,” she said simply. “I’m just glad he’s okay.”
Basic—basic first aid? No, it was far from basic. Ashley hadn’t flinched or shown the slightest hint of panic as she helped that boy. That had been all Ashley Morgan: calm, capable, unshakeable. She had stepped into chaos with ease and saved a child without so much as breaking a sweat. Awe filled me once more.
She wasn’t just a successful businesswoman or a great beauty who could rival a model. She was good. Strong. Someone who could be trusted in every situation.
Ashley led us back into the ice cream line, but my chest still felt tight as I processed the scene. I glanced at the boy now sitting with his nanny, who was speaking into her phone—likely to his mother—her eyes filled with tears as she threw a grateful smile Ashley’s way.
I stole another glance at Ashley as she ordered our ice cream. She caught my eye as she paid, her eyes curling into a smile that shook me to my core.
“You okay?” she asked, her voice soft.
I nodded, unable to find the words to explain what my poor brain was trying to process—to tell her what I was really thinking. She pressed the ice cream cone into my hand and guided us out of the line. I followed her to a bench, my eyes fixed on her back as we walked.
I think—I think I wanted this. I think I wanted her.
But I had some loose ends to clean up before I could do that.



CHAPTER 18

Back Then

Ashley
Waking to the soft rhythm of Gracie’s breathing against my neck had become a daily occurrence, along with the warmth of her body curled around mine. Sunlight crept through the cracks in the curtains of my apartment, allowing the first rays of morning to filter in. Her curls tickled my cheek as I shifted slightly, trying not to disturb her but needing to escape the mass of hair.
My eyes were heavy, but for good reason. We had been awake late into the night, talking and doing what we did best—losing ourselves in each other. My body hummed with contentment, and I sighed, yawning softly. My phone buzzed on the nightstand, and I tsked as reality intruded, reminding me that a whole other world existed outside of us.
Inconvenient.
I reached for my phone and pulled it off the charger just as Gracie stirred.
“Mmm, it’s not morning already, is it?” she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep.
“It is, unfortunately,” I whispered, pressing a kiss into her hair before blinking at the screen and swiping into my phone. “The good news is we don’t have to get up just yet.”
Gracie hummed and snuggled closer, her arm flailing behind her in search of her own phone. She yawned and pressed a kiss to my chest before flopping onto her back, her head sinking into the pillows as her screen lit up. A sense of peace settled over us as we scrolled through our respective screens.
My inbox was full of the usual: staff emails, new client inquiries for the gym, routine schedules, maintenance updates, and the occasional overzealous email from a celebrity’s manager making demands—demands that would need to be addressed in a face to face meeting rather than over email.
Suddenly, Gracie sat up abruptly, her soft gasp breaking the quiet. My heart jumped, and I whipped my head to face her.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, sitting up with her and placing a hand on her back.
Her hazel eyes were wide as she stared at her phone. “My mom just texted me. I—I haven’t really heard much from her. She’s inviting me to Thanksgiving dinner.” Her voice was a mix of disbelief and cautious hope, and I rubbed her back softly.
“Do you think you’ll go?” I asked, watching her expression closely.
“I—I think I should,” she said after a moment. “Maybe this is her way of extending the olive branch. I mean, we’ve hardly seen each other since I moved out. Maybe things could be better now.” She bit her lip and paused, her gaze locking on mine. “Would—would you come with me?”
I froze like a deer in headlights, a weight settling in my stomach. Meeting someone’s parents was a milestone in any relationship—but Gracie had told me enough about her family to know it would be like stepping into a minefield. Still, the way she looked at me, all hopeful and nervous, I knew my answer before it left my lips.
“Of course I’ll come,” I said, my voice steady despite the alarm bells ringing in my head.
The squeak of delight that came from her surprised me, her whole face lighting up as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “Oh, thank you, thank you!” she gushed, peppering my face with kisses. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I found myself laughing as she squeezed me tightly.
“Okay, okay,” I said, trying to catch my breath. “Text her back and let her know before she changes her mind.”
Gracie released me instantly, scooping up her phone. Her fingers tapped across the screen like a hamster on a Red Bull high before she set it aside with a satisfied sigh. She turned back to me, her smile so radiant it nearly knocked the breath out of me.
“This means so much to me,” she said softly, looking up at me through her thick lashes. “I love my family—even with all their ugliness. I—I hope this could be a new start, you know?”
My heart ached for her, and I wrapped an arm around her, pulling her in for a cuddle as we slid back under the blankets. I wanted to believe it was a fresh start—for her sake—but my past experience with meeting parents had taught me to be cautious. Meeting the parents wasn’t always a walk in the park, and in a relationship like ours? There was a lot more to trip over.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” I mumbled, my eyes meeting hers. “I’ve only ever done the ‘meet the parents’ thing once before, and it did not go well.”
Gracie tilted her head, her eyes curious. “What happened?”
“Well,” I began, my voice pitching like it usually did when I had to share something embarrassing. But Gracie had proven to be a safe zone—no judgment ever came from her—so I toughened up. “I dated this girl a few years ago, and we’d been together for most of the year. She invited me to dinner with her family. It wasn’t until we pulled into the driveway that she casually mentioned her family had no idea she was into girls.”
Gracie winced, clapping her hand over her mouth. “No way.”
“Way,” I mumbled, shaking my head at the memory. “She introduced me as her friend, and the entire night was just so… awkward. Her parents kept pushing her to date this guy, and I was literally just sitting there, smiling like an idiot while she played along.”
“That’s horrible,” Gracie groaned, her brows furrowing in sympathy as she rubbed my thigh.
“It was one of the worst experiences I ever had,” I admitted. “We got a flat tire on the way home. My phone had died, so she had to call her parents. Lo and behold, they sent the guy they were trying to set her up with to save the day. For the record, I could have changed the damn tire, but she didn’t have a spare. Anyway, we broke up a few days later.”
Gracie laced her fingers with mine, bringing my hand to her lips before she spoke. “Well, I promise you’re coming as my girlfriend, not my friend. They’ll know exactly who you are to me, and we’ll make sure that whatever car we take has a spare tire in it, okay?”
Her words sent a jolt of warmth and humor through me, and I grinned as the knot of anxiety that had been building in my chest slowly dissipated.
“God, you’re so cute,” she breathed, tapping my nose with her own grin. “I’m so disgustingly in love with you I could throw up at myself.”
“It is sickening,” I teased, the agreeing nonchalance thick in my tone as I nodded seriously.
“Shut up!” she laughed playfully, tapping my arm before her fingers found my ribs. I screeched in shock, quickly wrestling her and pinning her to the bed, her hands restrained above her head. Her eyes flashed with excitement.
“I know you did that deliberately,” I murmured, my voice low as I rested a knee between her parted thighs and lowered my weight onto her. “Just so you’d end up in this very position.”
“I did no such thing,” she said, her voice laced with innocence, though a smile tugged at her lips.
“Mhm,” I hummed, gently nipping at her neck. I secured both her wrists in one hand before trailing the other down her body. I felt her shift beneath me, her legs parting as she relaxed under my hold, and I smirked. “This is what happens when you try to tickle me, Gracie Starre.”
Her shrieking laughter echoed through the room as my free hand found that sensitive spot just above her kneecap. She arched and writhed as I squeezed her sides and tickled her ribs, her breaths short and her laughter loud. She squirmed and squealed, trying desperately to escape from beneath me.
“What’s the magic word?” I crooned as she laughed wildly.
“Mercy!” she pleaded between gasps of laughter.
“Nope. You know what I want to hear.”
“Oh, c-c-come on!” she yelled, bucking beneath me before another laugh burst from her lips as my hand tickled her ribs. “O—okay! A-Ashley Mor-Morgan i-i-s the greatest l-lover I’ve e-e-ever had!”
“Oh, shucks, baby,” I teased, releasing her instantly and rolling onto my side of the bed before dancing to my feet, narrowly avoiding the giant pillow she hurled at me as soon as she got free. “Don’t go around giving me a big head now.”
“I hate you,” she shot back, but the grin on her lips and the twinkle in her eye said otherwise as she flopped back down and picked up her phone. “One day, I’ll get free.”
“Keep coming to the gym with me, then,” I told her. She rolled her eyes, but I knew she would. “I’m going to shower. Want to come?”
Gracie dropped her phone immediately, dancing out of bed in a way that had me laughing as she took my hand and led me toward the bathroom. Yes, Thanksgiving loomed like a darkening storm cloud on the horizon, but for now, I could enjoy being wrapped in the warmth and fun of Gracie’s presence.

Thanksgiving.
I could hardly remember the last time Thanksgiving actually felt like a time to be thankful. It must have been the last one I spent with my parents when I was fifteen. The ones I’d had with my grandparents in Kansas certainly hadn’t lived up to those shared with my parents—they had lost their magic.
Until now.
It was my first major holiday with Gracie. While I had woken up feeling relaxed and blissful, the realization dawned that we’d be spending the day at her parents’ house. The holiday suddenly stopped feeling festive and warm, consumed instead by a gnawing anxiety.
I hadn’t met her family yet. I’d changed my outfit three times, had a meltdown over my hair, and broken one of my favorite heels. I’d even considered not going until Gracie gently reminded me how important I was to her. She assured me I’d look good in anything and that I had nothing to worry about.
Now, the hum of the car engine filled the space as we cruised down the highway toward Beverly Hills. The soft scent of Gracie’s perfume surrounded me, but my hands gripped the steering wheel tightly, my knuckles nearly white. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Gracie staring out the car window, nervously twirling a curl around her finger.
She looked stunning in a deep red midi dress, the fabric hugging her curves but flowing gracefully as she moved. The gold necklace I’d gifted her earlier that day sat proudly against her chest, the heart pendant resting just below her collarbone.
Discreetly, I took stock of my own outfit, second guessing once more the tailored cream trousers and fitted navy blouse tucked neatly at the waist. My hair was styled in a loose braid that draped over my shoulder. I knew I looked put together and confident, but on the inside, I felt anything but.
“You okay?” Gracie asked softly, breaking the silence.
“Yeah,” I lied, glancing at her and flashing what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “You?”
Gracie shrugged, a nervous grin crossing her face as she smoothed a hand down her dress. “Yeah—I think so. I just haven’t done this in a long time. You know, introduced someone to my parents.”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I told her, needing her to feel reassured, needing that nervous look erased from her beautiful face. “It’s Thanksgiving. Yay… holidays.”
Gracie snorted, shaking her head at me. “Very convincing. You almost had me thinking you were excited.”
I snickered and shrugged. “I’m nervous. You’ve told me a lot about them.”
“I know,” she murmured, reaching over to place her hand on my leg—a comforting gesture that sent warmth through me. “I can’t predict how tonight’s going to go. What I can say is I’ve got you. The first smell of anything nasty, and we’re gone, okay?”
I nodded, and a comfortable silence settled between us.
Until Gracie spoke again.
“Have you heard from your sister at all?” she asked, her eyes searching my face.
“We don’t really have that kind of relationship—you know that,” I mumbled with a shrug. “The only time we communicate is around the memorial. That’s it.”
“Mmm,” Gracie hummed, her fingers lightly tapping against my leg. “Do you think you might be open to changing that? Trying to see if you two can heal the damage? You said once before that she tried.”
“Your destination will be on your left…” The voiceover saved me from having to answer as I turned onto a quieter street, sprawling mansions lining both sides. My mouth fell open in shock.
I pulled into the large driveway, my stomach twisting as I parked where Gracie guided me. The grand exterior of the home loomed above us, feeling more like a threat than a welcome.
Gracie took a deep breath and unbuckled her seatbelt, pausing to face me. Her expression was somewhat pinched. “Ready?” she asked, sounding a little breathless.
“Yep,” I replied, my voice far too chirpy. I cleared my throat and nodded.
The air was cool against my skin as we climbed the stone steps leading to the towering front door. Gracie’s heels clicked in sync with mine, her hand brushing mine briefly as she reached for the doorbell. She pressed it, the chime echoing within, and I clutched the expensive bottle of wine I carried a little tighter.
Gracie shot me a nervous grin, and a heartbeat later, the door opened to reveal who I could only assume was Laura Starre. Her blonde bob was sharp, each strand perfectly in place, as though she had never experienced a windy day in her life. A fitted pastel dress clung to her figure, and she looked as though she had stepped out of a country club catalog. A pearl necklace rested at her throat, a glass of wine sat in her hand, and her red lips curved into a smile that didn’t quite reach her pale blue eyes.
Dead behind the eyes, was my first thought, and I internally scolded myself for the instant judgment.
“Darling!” Laura said, pulling Gracie into an air kiss, her hands brushing over Gracie’s bare shoulders. “You look… that is a nice color. Though, are we embracing bohemian chic now?”
I watched Gracie’s entire frame stiffen under her mother’s touch, her curls shimmering against her back as she stepped out of the embrace and took my free hand. “Hi, Mom.”
Laura’s gaze immediately tracked the movement, her eyes following Gracie’s hand before darting up to me. That tight smile only grew tighter. “You must be Ashlyn.”
“Ashley,” I corrected, my voice sounding far more confident than I felt. “It’s lovely to meet you—you have a beautiful home.”
“Yes, thank you,” she replied, her tone several degrees cooler as she stepped aside. “Please, come inside.”
Stepping over the threshold of Laura Starre’s home felt akin to willingly entering a lion’s den. The entryway was just as grand as the exterior: marble floors, towering ceilings, and a crystal chandelier hanging magnificently above us, glinting in the light as though it enjoyed my discomfort.
I cleared my throat softly and turned to face Laura just as she finished closing the door. “Uh, this is for you.” I held out the bottle of wine. Her eyes flickered to it, her lips twitching with what might have been disdain, as if I had handed her a steaming pile of dog shit instead of wine. She quickly schooled her expression.
“Oh, thank you,” she said, taking the bottle and reading the label. Her brow twitched as she glanced at me.
I smiled politely, fully aware that she recognized the label, knew the cost, and probably had a million questions swirling in her mind. But her pride wouldn’t dare let her ask.
“Gracie, why don’t you both head into the sitting room? Your father is in there with Narelle and her fiancé, Paul. Have you met him yet? I can’t remember. Go get a drink—I’ll be back. I need to check on dinner.”
Laura Starre turned without waiting for a response, walking off in another direction with the bottle of wine clutched in her hand. Her shoulders were stiff, her back ramrod straight.
“I have met Paul, by the way,” Gracie mumbled, rolling her eyes as her mother disappeared. “That’s just her making a point—a stupid one.”
Gracie shot me a nervous look before tugging me toward a set of wide-open double doors that led to a sunken room. As we entered, I glanced around, noting a tall man standing by a home bar, leaning casually against the wood as he spoke to another man, much younger, a glass of whiskey in hand.
“Gracie!” a feminine voice squealed, and I turned just in time to see a woman rushing over, her pin-straight hair flying out behind her. She wrapped her arms around Gracie’s neck, tugging her into a hug. My hand slipped from Gracie’s, and I nervously clasped my hands in front of me.
“Narelle, easy!” Gracie choked. “I can’t breathe.”
“Is that my Gracie-girl?” a deep voice called, filling the room. I turned to see a man striding over, crossing the room in a few long steps. He pulled Gracie from Narelle into his own arms.
“Hi, Dad,” Gracie said, her voice softer now, almost childlike, as her father released her.
He smiled down at her affectionately before turning to me. “You must be Ashley Morgan,” he said, extending a hand. I allowed mine to slide into his grip. His handshake was firm, and the smile on his face was genuine. It was enough to ease some of my tension. “I’m Kurt.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, shaking his hand as professional Ashley began to take over. Business-mode Ashley—maybe she could help me get through tonight. I could treat this like a difficult client meeting. That might work. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Gracie,” the younger man said, stepping up beside Kurt with a smile. “Good to see you, rockstar. How’s the band?”
“Paul,” Gracie greeted warmly, her smile lighting up as she took him in. “The band is amazing! Um, this is Ashley.”
“Ashley,” Paul said with a friendly smile that actually reached his eyes. “Nice to meet you. I’m Paul, Narelle’s fiancé.”
“Nice to meet you,” I murmured, relaxing slightly. Narelle guided us over to the plush white sofa she had been sitting on, and Kurt asked if I’d like a drink. I requested a neat scotch, needing something to settle my lingering nerves.
“So, the band has been good?” Narelle asked, picking up the glass of wine she had set down. “I’ve seen on your socials that you’ve had a few big gigs. It’s great to see that it’s going somewhere.”
“We’re just taking it one day at a time,” Gracie said, her voice a little high, a little airy.
Kurt returned, handing me my drink. I took it with a nod of thanks, resisting the urge to down it in one gulp.
“I’ve seen them play a few times now,” I commented, clutching my glass. “They sound magnificent. Have you gone to a show before?”
“Oh, uh, not yet,” Narelle murmured, smiling politely at me. “I’m just so busy.”
“Speaking of busy,” Laura Starre’s voice broke through the room as she entered, a glass of wine in hand and the practiced smile of a perfect hostess on her face, “Narelle was nominated for a Whitmore Award.” Her tone dripped with gushing pride as she came to take a seat beside her daughter. “Isn’t that wonderful?”
Gracie’s smile faltered, some of the spark dying in her eyes before she masked it. My jaw clenched instinctively.
“Ashley,” Laura said suddenly, turning her predator’s gaze on me, “what is it you do again?”
Gracie blanched, and I knew she’d likely already given her mother the rundown on who I was.
I smiled politely, keeping my tone light, and rested my hand gently on Gracie’s knee. I enjoyed the way Laura’s gaze zeroed in on it. “I run Morgan Fitness,” I told her. “We work with a lot of celebrity clientele, mostly.”
Laura scoffed slightly, her eyes meeting mine. “Celebrity. What even makes a celebrity these days? Posting a few videos online or being on one of those reality shows? It doesn’t really have the same impact anymore.”
Naïve fool, I thought, inwardly rolling my eyes. Influencers had just as much, if not more, sway than traditional celebrities. But trying to explain that to someone like Laura Starre would be like trying to teach algebra to a dog.
“It’s a very competitive industry,” I said simply.
“It’s pretty elite there,” Paul cut in with a smirk. “I can’t even get a membership approved.”
Kurt opened his mouth to say something, but Laura cut him off before he could get a word out. “Paul, I’ve been meaning to ask—tell us about your trip to Africa,” she said in a lilting voice. “I’m sure it was just marvelous.”
The conversation shifted, and I sipped my scotch calmly, watching Laura as one would watch a predator. You had to stay alert with her—she thrived on catching people off guard. It was suddenly easier to imagine her as the manager of some hard to deal with client than as Gracie’s mother.
I couldn’t connect the dots of how someone as kind as Gracie had come from a woman like that.
“Oh, we have to get a family photo before dinner!” Laura announced as she got to her feet, finishing her glass and walking to the bar to pour another. “I need to send some photos to the family—they’re expecting it.” She sauntered back, clutching her wine glass and phone, waving it at me as everyone reluctantly climbed to their feet. “You can take it for us, can’t you, Ashlyn?”
“Ashley, Mom,” Gracie corrected quickly, shooting me an apologetic look.
I smiled and took the phone. “Of course.”
I watched as Laura directed everyone, arranging them by the fireplace, ensuring placement, height alignment, and overall symmetry. She had me take one photo with Paul included and another without. Just as I lowered the phone, Gracie’s mouth opening to speak, Laura interrupted loudly.
“Dinner is ready! Let’s eat.”

The dining room was just as grand as the rest of the home. A long mahogany table was set with gleaming silverware and an array of dishes that could feed far more people than were present. It was over the top and unnecessary. A perfectly golden, steaming turkey sat grandly in the center while Kurt stood at the head of the table, carving knife in hand, diligently working.
Laura stood proudly beside him, a look of pride and determination on her face, as if she had singlehandedly wrestled the bird onto the platter.
“Doesn’t it all look amazing?” Laura gushed, her voice carrying over the table. “Everyone, eat!” She raised her arms as though she were Marie Antoinette inviting us to eat cake.
I followed Gracie’s lead, the clinking of silverware and soft murmurs of approval filling the room as dishes were passed around. As Gracie served herself some potatoes, she heaped a portion onto my plate, her eyes meeting mine briefly.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over Laura’s gushing about Paul, Narelle, and whatever it was they were discussing.
“For what?” I asked, frowning in confusion as I glanced at her.
“The photo thing,” she muttered, her expression pained, lips tight as she glowered. “That wasn’t cool.”
“It’s fine,” I told her quietly. “Don’t worry about it.”
Gracie hardly looked convinced as we finished filling our plates. I focused on steeling myself for the next round of conversations and whatever Laura might decide to throw my way.
Once all plates were filled and everyone was settled, Kurt raised his glass of wine. “To family,” he said warmly. His tone was genuine.
Everyone echoed his words, glasses clinking lightly. I relished the smooth liquid as I swallowed.
The first few bites of food passed in relative peace, and I was able to enjoy a few mouthfuls. However, it didn’t last.
“So, Ashley,” Laura began, her voice light but carrying a level of calculation I wondered if anyone else could detect, “what do your parents do? Where are they for the holiday?”
The fork in my hand stilled, and the food that had tasted so good suddenly turned to ash in my mouth. I swallowed, but I found myself unable to answer. Gracie’s head snapped up, her eyes darting to me in sheer panic. I managed to summon words before the silence stretched too long.
“My parents passed when I was sixteen,” I murmured, my stomach churning as I revealed something so private about myself—something I hated doing.
“Oh,” Laura said, her expression unreadable as she took a sip of her wine. “That’s very tragic. Such a young age to lose a parent. But life goes on, doesn’t it? You seem to be doing quite well for yourself.” Her tone was so casual, as if she were commenting on the weather. I blinked at her.
“It does,” I said stiffly, trying to determine if I was the only one who heard the casual dismissal in her voice.
Gracie’s face was pale, her hand hovering above her plate. “Mom,” she said softly, her voice laced with disbelief, “that’s not—”
“Gracie, I’m sure Ashley doesn’t want to dwell on the death of her parents over dinner,” Laura interrupted smoothly, waving her off with a flick of her wrist. “Let’s keep the mood festive, shall we?”
Gracie’s mouth opened as if to argue, but then it closed, her lips pressing into a tight line. I watched as she picked up her fork again, realizing just how powerless Gracie became under the practiced control of Laura Starre. I grimaced inwardly—I wasn’t having that.
“I don’t mind,” I said, breaking the tense silence, my voice calm even though my pulse thundered in my ears. “Losing my parents was one of the most challenging things I’ve ever faced, but they have a lot to do with where I ended up today. They spent so much time investing in me and my dreams, encouraging me to chase them. From the moment I watched my mom working out to home aerobics, I knew I wanted to be the person on the TV. They did everything they could to nurture that dream.”
Laura raised a carefully arched brow, her glass at her lips as she took another sip. Kurt looked up from his plate, curiosity evident in his eyes as I spoke.
“When they died, I had to move in with my grandparents in Kansas. They lived on a farm in the middle of nowhere—it was a huge adjustment. I found solace in exercise and routine. It gave me the structure I’d lost, something unchanging to focus on while so many other parts of my life were in flux.”
Kurt nodded firmly. “Routine can be very grounding. That makes a lot of sense.”
“It was,” I agreed with a small smile, a touch of relief filling me. “I worked really hard in school and got myself into a good college. I posted workout videos and plans online. Then, when my grandparents passed and the farm was sold, I invested that money into opening my first gym.”
Laura sipped her wine again, her eyes narrowing just enough to betray her thoughts. “That’s very resourceful,” she said, her tone teetering on the edge of condescension. “Though these days, starting businesses seems a little simpler, given the age of the internet and instant fame.”
“It certainly helped,” I said, meeting her gaze evenly. “But the real turning point was when a friend I made in college needed help training for an upcoming movie role. Siena Wood—you may know of her.”
The name landed with just the right amount of satisfying weight, and not even Laura Starre could conceal the flash in her eyes.
“Siena Wood?” Narelle breathed, her tone filled with wonder. “Three-time Oscar winner Siena Wood?”
“The very one,” I said with a nod, a smile spreading across my face. “She’s been a client of mine since day one. It’s been incredible watching her career grow. I’ve even gone on location with her a few times.”
“That’s impressive,” Paul said, genuine admiration in his eyes. “Damn, Ashley.”
“Language, Paul,” Laura clipped, her expression tight as she stabbed at her turkey. “Narelle, what’s involved with this Whitmore Award? We’ll need to make sure you have an outfit sorted.”
Gracie’s hand brushed mine under the table, and I glanced at her, mirroring the small, satisfied smile on her lips. Both of us could feel the victory in that moment. By the time we made it through dessert, Laura had shifted her focus entirely. Instead, she relentlessly pestered Narelle about when she and Paul were going to give her a grandbaby—after the wedding, of course. This launched a whole other discussion about dates and venues.
I may have made it through my first dinner with Laura Starre, but I knew there would be more to endure. The only thing that made the idea bearable was Gracie beside me. I reminded myself why I was here—for her.
Always for her.



CHAPTER 19

Ashley

Right Now
Ilay on my side in bed, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling as I replayed last night over and over in my head, analyzing it from every angle. I hadn’t even fallen asleep—too wired from the evening—and the loud thoughts blasting through my mind did little to help.
Our date had gone so much better than I could have hoped. Sure, there had been moments of nervousness and awkward silences, but as the night progressed, Gracie seemed to let her guard down. The stiffness in her shoulders slowly disappeared, and the careful, reserved tone of her voice softened with each glass of wine—everything melting away as we talked and laughed, conversation finally flowing.
I had taken her to Jarvis specifically because it was where we’d gone on our first date. I’d hoped it might trigger something for her, that deep in her subconscious a flicker of a memory or feeling would surface. If it had, she hadn’t let on.
But we had fun. We’d eaten dinner and talked—hell, she even acknowledged her mother’s behavior and spoke about the death of my parents. Every now and then, I saw flickers of the Gracie I knew and loved, buried somewhere beneath the stranger currently in her place. For the first time in a while, I felt more optimistic.
After dinner, we’d gone for ice cream, just like the first time. We walked down the street side by side, and when I deliberately brushed my hand against hers, I braced myself for rejection, expecting her to pull away. But she didn’t. Our hands knocked twice more as we walked, and I fought to keep my expression neutral, even as my heart threatened to hammer out of my chest.
It all felt so simple and right, and maybe, if I had closed my eyes, I could have pretended that nothing had changed. That the woman whose hand I held was still the same woman I knew and loved. That we were just getting ice cream after a nice meal—and that I wasn’t retracing this exact path in the hopes of triggering some memory or feeling inside her for me.
For those moments, it was like stepping back in time. Absolute bliss. She looked stunning, her hair freshly done, wearing that killer outfit. I ran my hand down my face in pure frustration—sexual frustration. She’d looked so fucking tempting last night that, had the opportunity presented itself, I would have taken it.
Things had gotten a little derailed when that poor kid started choking, but I noticed a shift in Gracie right after that. We ate our ice creams in silence, and on the drive home, she seemed flustered—quieter, more subdued. Maybe she was worried about what was to come next. Either way, there was no way I would have tried anything. All I did was walk her to the living room, thank her for the evening, and kiss her cheek.
Then I went to bed, leaving her standing in the living room, blinking as if she weren’t sure how to react or what to do.
Now, a million hours later, I was lying in bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering if I had done enough—or if I was holding back too much. It felt like there was a careful balance to this thing we were navigating: too much pressure, and it could all fall apart, and I could lose her. But too little… and I could lose her anyway.
How was I supposed to navigate that?
I groaned softly and reached over to the nightstand to grab my phone, scowling when I realized I hadn’t put it on charge. The stupid thing was dead. Super helpful. I needed to touch base with Hannah—we were supposed to catch up for lunch today while Gracie had another session with her band.
Growling in frustration, I plugged my phone in before throwing back the covers and heading to the living room, where I knew the iPad would be—likely still plugged in, as it always was. I could reach Hannah through FLIX while waiting for my phone to charge. The house was quiet as my feet padded across the cold marble.
Bailey didn’t even lift his head when I got out of bed. As I made my way back with the iPad in hand, he didn’t stir, letting out a heavy huff as though the weight of the world rested on his furry shoulders.
The iPad loaded slowly, as always, but eventually, the familiar apps popped up. I navigated to FLIX, yawning loudly as the feed opened. Blinking a few times, I noticed the icon in the top-right corner.
It was Gracie’s account.
I frowned, realizing she must have logged into this device before the accident. Judging by the dust on it, she probably hadn’t used it since. Shaking my head, I moved to log out, but then the whole thing vibrated in my hands. A banner appeared at the top of the screen—a message, half cut off, from someone named… Amanda.
“What the fuck?” I gasped, the name hitting me like a punch to the gut. My chest tightened as I stared at the screen, gripping the iPad as though it were anchoring me to the earth. A pit formed in my stomach as the banner disappeared, leaving behind the ugly red notification in her DMs, sitting there as if taunting me—daring me.
I swallowed hard. Bailey shifted on the floor, huffing once more.
Should I open it? I clenched my jaw, willing myself to take a deep breath.
“Fuck it,” I growled, clicking into the notification and opening the thread. My heart pounded in my ears, my stomach twisting nervously. Bailey sneezed from his spot on the floor, startling himself into a sitting position. I turned my gaze back to the screen, my mouth dry.
The first message from Amanda had come in yesterday morning—right before we left for the doctor’s appointment.
Amanda W: Hey. I know it’s been a while… like, a long while. I just wanted to reach out and see how you were. I ran into your mom at the mall the other day—she said the accident was really bad and that you had no memory. It all sounds so crazy. Anyway, she told me to reach out, that you remembered me, and that maybe I could help. I’m here if you need anything. I can’t imagine what you’re going through.
“Fucking Laura,” I wheezed, clutching the iPad so hard my fingers turned white. My eyes darted to Gracie’s message, zeroing in on the reply time.
11:00 p.m.
Right after we’d gotten home and she’d gone up to bed.
Gracie_S: Hey. I don’t even know what to say. Everything is super confusing right now. It’s really hard to be the only one trapped in some sort of messed-up time capsule. Just working through it day by day. How are you? How have you been? Apparently, it’s been five years… for me, it’s been two weeks since your birthday party… so…
“Holy shit,” I whispered, my eyes scanning for Amanda’s reply.
Amanda W: That is so crazy. I can’t even imagine what it must be like to just forget everything… everyone. Do you want to catch up?
My stomach folded in on itself. I hurriedly exited the DMs, flagging the message as unread and slamming the iPad onto the bed beside me. I rested my head on my knees, as if my frantic movements could erase what I’d just seen.
Gracie had spoken to her.
To Amanda.
Her ex, or whoever Amanda was.
Someone Gracie hadn’t told anyone about—which meant Amanda must have been really fucking important. And they must have ended very fucking badly. Why else keep it a secret?
My hands found their way into my hair as I took a shaky breath, my eyes locked on the device. A cold knot of dread slowly formed in my stomach.
What was I supposed to do?
My ears were ringing as I sucked in a breath, shaking my head in a futile attempt to regain control of my emotions. It suddenly felt as though the weight of the last few weeks was crashing down on me—from the accident to Gracie waking up with no memory, from every awkward moment in between to this moment right now, where I’d woken up fresh off the back of a date I’d thought had gone well… only to find out she’d been texting Amanda.
Clearly, Amanda wasn’t just some ex. No, she was something more. Something monumental.
Something that Gracie’s broken memory was still clinging to.
Why had Gracie never told me about her?
Did she think I couldn’t handle it?
Or was it that Amanda still held a piece of her heart all this time later?
I wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all. I hated the way the ache curled in my chest. I’d been patient and understanding. I’d kept my heart open through all of it while she tried to piece herself back together. And I’d been okay with it because I thought we were doing it together.
My eyes stung as tears pricked the edges, and I sniffled, shaking my head again.
It felt as though I were climbing a mountain with a boulder strapped to my back. I’d started to reach the summit, only to look up and see myself shoved back down again.
Was I fooling myself into thinking we could actually get back to where we were?
Did I stand a chance against someone already so deeply etched into her history in a way I could never match?
My mind flicked back to last night—how relaxed she had seemed, her loose laughter and easy smiles. It had felt as though she’d let go of something heavy, and I’d been foolish enough to think that lightness had come from Gracie giving us a chance and feeling good about it too. But now I realized it hadn’t been because of me—it had been because of Amanda.
The ringing in my ears grew louder as I buried my face in my knees, one sentence swimming through my mind.
Maybe Gracie had never really been mine to begin with.

“Well, did you see anything else?” Hannah asked, her voice steady as she sipped her water, her eyes locked on me with a laser focus only she could master.
I poked at the salad in front of me, a heavy sigh escaping my lips as the bustling restaurant’s sounds assaulted my ears. “No. I closed everything as fast as I opened it. I didn’t even know her account was logged in—it must have been from… before. I have no idea what else was said or if Gracie even agreed to see her. And I don’t want to know either.”
Hannah tilted her head, studying me. Her sleek black hair shone under the chandelier. “You sure you don’t want to know?” she asked. “Because pretending it isn’t happening doesn’t make it go away. You know that, right?”
“Yes, I know that,” I groaned, setting down my fork and glaring at the lettuce. “What do you want me to do, Hannah? Scroll through her messages and invade her privacy? She’s already vulnerable and exposed—that would be so wrong. Do I demand that she tells me everything about this woman from her past that she never told anyone about?”
Hannah’s brow arched as if she held all the answers, a half-smirk tugging at her lips. I could only imagine what that challenging look did to the lawyers she sparred with across tables all day.
“You’re jumping straight into martyrdom, babe. This could all have a really easy explanation. Maybe just ask her, you know? Rip off the wax strip without counting to three—because your imagination is wild, and it’s going to twist and warp this into some epic betrayal that could spell the end of you two before we even leave this restaurant.”
I moved my glare from the lettuce to my know it all sister. “First off, it’s not my imagination—I saw the messages with my own eyes, and Gracie replied to her! Late—right after our damn date. I mean, the timing…” My voice cracked, and I bit the inside of my cheek to hold my emotions together.
“Okay, that’s fair—the timing is shitty,” Hannah acquiesced. “But what if it’s not as big as you think? Hear me out. What if she’s just trying to figure out her past properly, you know? Isn’t that what you want for her?”
“Not like this,” I muttered, my voice weak and small. “Not with this—this woman she never told anyone about, not even her best friend. How monumental was her relationship with Amanda that she never told anyone? And if Gracie is… reaching out to her, what does that say about us? About me? I… I just don’t know what to do.”
“Come on, Ash,” Hannah sighed, her blunt bangs casting shadows over her piercing eyes. “It doesn’t say anything about you. You know she’s confused and probably scared out of her mind. She’s grasping at anything that feels familiar to her. This doesn’t mean she’s choosing Amanda over you.”
“Well, it feels like she is,” I scoffed, folding my arms across my chest. “I mean, I’ve been there—trying to be whatever she needs, giving her space, giving her time, and trying not to push. And I just—I don’t—I didn’t think we’d still be here. Now her doctor is saying she might never get her memories back and to look at starting new ones, you know? Like, how? How do we do that if Gracie is stuck in the past?”
Hannah pursed her lips as she regarded me. “I mean, is this about Amanda, or is this about you feeling like you can’t control a situation? You’re spiraling, from where I’m sitting. You like control, and you like things to go according to plan. Now they aren’t, and you’re losing your footing.”
My mouth dried at the bluntness of her words, and I blinked. “That’s not fair.”
“Isn’t it?” Hannah countered, her tone softening even though her words were still pointed. “Listen, you built this perfect, magical, beautiful world around your relationship with Gracie. I knew from the moment I met her and watched you with her—you were smitten. You had all these big, amazing plans, and it was great. But—but now this perfect world has a crack in it, Ashley, and you don’t know how to deal with it.”
I shifted in my seat as the truth in her words sliced through me, hitting me square in the chest.
“You’re so scared of this stranger because it’s foreign and unknown to you. You’re scared that her memory of Amanda means she isn’t choosing you. But what if that’s not what it’s about? Maybe she has unfinished business, a loose end she needs to wrap up before she can commit to being with you again.”
My fingers curled into the tablecloth that ghosted at my knees, and I swallowed. “And then what? What if she doesn’t choose me—us—and the life we’ve built together? What if Amanda has been some big missing piece she’s been looking for even before the accident, and I just never knew it? Now I’m just here, waiting for something that’s never going to happen.”
Hannah reached across the table and placed her hand over mine. The rare gesture of affection caught me off guard, and she smiled softly at me. For one painful moment, I saw my mother.
“Then you’ll deal with it, like you always do,” she assured me calmly. “You’ve always been the calm in the storm, Ash, but don’t go putting up the umbrella before it’s even started to rain, okay?”
Her words washed over me, and my throat tightened. “I just—I just don’t know if I can handle losing her, Hannah. She’s my whole life. I’ve been so serenely at peace since meeting her. For the first time in my life, I knew I was on the right path. Not even the gym gave me that. The thought of losing her… of it all falling apart? I don’t know how I would get through that.”
Hannah smiled, giving my hand a squeeze before pulling away and picking up her water. “I get it, Ash. I do. But life isn’t something you can control, as much as you think you can. Relationships are never perfect because people aren’t perfect. Life isn’t perfect because it’s messy and unpredictable. Control is just an illusion—don’t think you have any power over anything or anyone. Ever.”
“So what do I do?” I asked, my shoulders slumping as I absorbed her words. “With this? I don’t know what to do.”
Hannah shrugged at me. “How you handle this is up to you. You can control how you react, Ash. Take some time to think about it. Figure out whether you want to face it head on or just let Gracie take action. Maybe she needs closure—maybe she doesn’t want to talk about it, and that’s her prerogative. You need to decide if you can live with that or not.”
I let out a heavy sigh and took a sip of my wine, the weight of the conversation settling over me. “God, if this blows up in my face, you’re going to owe me so much tequila.”
Hannah smirked, her serious expression vanishing as her eyes twinkled. “Deal. Now stop playing with your food. I’m paying for lunch today, and I want all of that eaten.”
I rolled my eyes at her but picked up my fork. A small wave of relief ebbed through me, caught up among the anxiety and terror, but Hannah had dragged me back from the edge—and she’d done it in the most Hannah way possible. Honest and to the point. She was the perfect person to have this conversation with.
“Another glass?” our server asked as they stood by the table, wine bottle in hand. I glanced at Hannah and her water.
“Do you want one?” I asked her. “It’s actually really good.”
I watched as Hannah’s eyes flicked to the bottle, a faint pink tinge creeping across her cheeks. “Oh, uh, actually—I’m not drinking.”
I frowned at her. “You love wine. Really? Are you on a health kick or something?”
“Oh… no, nothing like that,” she said, her voice too light and high.
“Are you pregnant or something?” I joked as the waiter walked away, leaving us to our conversation.
Hannah said nothing. The blush on her cheeks deepened, her gaze dropping to her plate as it became her turn to poke at her salad. My smirk faded, and I gasped.
“Wait. Are you?”
My sister’s lips twitched into the faintest of smiles, and her eyes met mine, watery but sparkling with happiness. “It’s really early,” she whispered, glancing around as if the restaurant might be listening. “But yeah, I’m pregnant.”
“Oh my God!” I squeaked, my voice louder than intended, drawing a few curious glances from nearby tables. Hannah tapped the table softly, signaling me to lower my volume. “Hannah!” I squeaked again, clapping my hands. “This is amazing—you’re pregnant! It’s happening!”
My heart swelled for my sister—my fiercely brilliant sister, who had been trying for years to fall pregnant and had no luck. Relationships had come and gone because of it. But now she was here, doing it alone, and it was happening. God, if that didn’t fill me with pride, I didn’t know what would.
“I’m so happy for you,” I wheezed as tears filled my eyes. “You’ve been at this for so long. I just…” My words caught in my throat, and I swallowed the emotion. “I’m so happy for you, Hannah.”
She wiped her eyes and laughed softly. “It still doesn’t feel real, you know? I just feel like I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. I—I don’t want to let myself get too caught up in it all.”
“Well, you can get caught up in it a little bit,” I told her firmly. “You can be giddy and excited because, right now, in this moment, you’re pregnant, and you’re going to be a mom. It’s awesome and amazing. You know you’re not alone—you have me. I am going to be the best aunt this world has ever seen.”
“Oh, I know you will be,” Hannah said with a snicker. “You’ll give her everything she wants when I say no, and she’ll probably call you when she’s sixteen and drunk and doesn’t want to come home.”
“The way it should be,” I told Hannah smoothly, shaking my head in wonder. “Jesus. Wow. A kid.”
“I know, right?” she breathed, her eyes wide. “Sometimes I still feel like one. Like I’m still that teenager back in Kansas, and Grandma is about to yell at me for ‘looking surly’ or because my dress is too short or my straps are too thin.”
“That if you don’t say your prayers before bed, the devil will be tempted,” I recalled, shaking my head. “Bless them. They had no idea what to do when they got stuck with two teenage girls.”
“They did their best,” Hannah conceded softly with a shrug. “Now it’s my turn to try to do my best and not mess this little human up.”
“Not possible,” I assured her. “You’ll be the best mom on earth.”
“Well, your confidence is flattering,” Hannah said with a laugh as she leaned back in her chair. “I just know it’s going to be a girl. I can feel it in my bones—I don’t know what it is.”
“Any name ideas?” I asked with excitement, my blood buzzing with happiness instead of impending doom for a change.
Her eyes brightened further, if that were even possible. “Yes, so… I was thinking Moira, after Mom, for her first name, and Sam, after Dad, for her middle name. Moira Sam Morgan.”
Any tears I’d been holding back spilled over, and I laughed at my own stupidity as I wiped my cheeks. Hannah had her hands on her own. “Oh, Hannah. They would have loved that. They would have loved her.”
Hannah sniffed and nodded, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I want her to know them, you know? Even if it’s just through a name—I want her to feel connected to them, like we do.”
I nodded, my throat too tight to speak. Hannah launched into a story about her plans for creating a nursery and how she needed my help. I watched her as she spoke, wondering how I hadn’t seen it before—the way her hand instinctively rested over her flat stomach while her eyes danced with a light that had long ago flickered out.
I couldn’t help but feel a stark sting of contrast, watching as her life suddenly seemed to surge forward and blossom with the hope of new beginnings, while my own felt as if it had hit an unyielding wall, stuck in limbo, waiting for something to give.



CHAPTER 20

Back Then

Ashley
The hills of L.A. rolled past in vivid blurs of green and gold as Gracie leaned forward in the passenger seat beside me, her curls bouncing with every exaggerated gesture she made. A wide grin spread across her face as she recited a streak of haikus, each one seemingly more ridiculous than the last, most aimed at me.
“Mystery woman,” Gracie said with an air of mock seriousness, her voice low, “driving through the hills today. Plot twist: bad driver.”
“Bad driver?” I barked, laughing. “Seriously? I think it was you who had to swap with me last week when you were trying to park at the beach between two minivans.”
“Ouch,” Gracie laughed, holding her hand to her chest in mock offense. “Why are you bringing up the past like that?”
I shot her a long sideways look, and she grinned again, settling back into her seat with a sigh.
“Seriously, though, what’s up with this scenic drive?” The curiosity laced in her voice almost made me smile and give it away. “Is this your idea of celebrating our one-year anniversary? Because, like, the drive has been nice, and the hills are amazing… but I did picture us doing something a little more… celebratory.”
A grin spread across my face before I could stop it, just as I slowed the car and turned onto the edge of a driveway. A proud gate nestled into a line of dense trees loomed ahead. “Hold that thought for a minute,” I said, leaning out the window to punch a code into the rusted keypad. The intercom buzzed statically, making me wince, before the gate creaked heavily and began to swing open.
Gracie straightened in her seat as a long, winding driveway was revealed, disappearing into more greenery. She glanced at me. “Okay, I’m biting. Where are we?”
I smiled in a way I knew would drive her crazy but kept my focus on the road as we began to drive up the incline. Overgrown hedges and vibrant wildflowers made it clear how much the gardening had been neglected—my own fault.
My stomach churned as I second-guessed myself—second-guessed whether Gracie really wanted to do this with me. What if she said no? What if she called me crazy and broke up with me? The thought nearly had me slamming on the brakes and reversing back down the driveway. Instead, my hands tightened on the steering wheel, and I exhaled the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding as the mansion came into view.
The exterior gleamed under the soft L.A. sunlight, the glass atrium at the front of the house glinting like crystal. The overgrown gardens made the place look a little daunting—almost haunted—but I knew that once it was cleaned up, it could really be something. Something amazing.
“Ashley,” Gracie breathed, her eyes wide as she clutched my arm. “What is this place? It’s—it’s massive. Is that L.A. behind it? How high up are we?”
“This is Everhaven Manor,” I told her calmly as I pulled the car up in front of the entrance, the wheels crunching on the loose gravel. I turned off the engine and took a deep breath, finally meeting her eyes. “I’ve held onto this place for a while. I bought it a few years ago when I started making real money. It needs work—a lot of work—but I bought it for its potential and its history. And, um, because I hoped, I guess, that one day… deep down, I’d have someone I’d want to… to share it with.”
Her eyes searched mine as if staring into my soul. Her expression was unreadable, and then her face lit up with the most brilliant smile I had ever seen.
“Are you serious?” she asked, her voice breaking with excitement as she bounced in her seat.
“Very serious.”
“Oh my God!” she shrieked, flinging her arms around my neck. The tension in my chest immediately eased, replaced with an overwhelming sense of relief and joy. She pressed a quick kiss to my lips before letting out an excited squeal and scrambling out of the car.
I laughed at her reaction and climbed out myself, watching as she spun on her heel, taking in the house with awe.
“We’re actually going to live here?” she breathed, her eyes wide as she held her cheeks.
“We’re going to live here,” I told her with a grin. “As soon as we fix it up. Come on.”
We walked toward the front door together. The wood looked rotten, and I wondered if we’d even need the key to get in. I dug around in my pocket before pulling it out and held it out to Gracie, who eyed it with flushed cheeks and a nervous laugh.
“Here,” I told her softly, swallowing the lump in my throat. “You do the honors.”
Gracie’s fingers brushed mine as she took the key, her eyes meeting mine. “Let’s do it together,” she said softly, her smile making my knees weak and my heartbeat unsteady.
Together, we slid the key into the lock, laughing as we struggled with the age of it, but it finally turned. The door creaked open, revealing a sprawling interior of dust-covered marble and glass. The air was stale and musty, just as it had been when I first impulsively purchased the place, then immediately locked it up and left it sitting here.
“Wow,” Gracie whispered as she crossed the threshold, her hand still holding mine as she tugged me in after her. “This is… incredible.”
“It has so much potential,” I said, my voice echoing in the glass atrium foyer. I closed my eyes briefly, trying to imagine what this home had been like in its prime. “Have you ever heard of this home—its history?” I asked Gracie.
She turned to face me, shaking her head.
“Well, it was built in 1923, commissioned by Eleanor Dune. She was a leading lady in Hollywood at the time—a bit of a sex symbol, really. I grew up on her movies; my mom had a collection. Anyway, this place was built as a sanctuary for her—a spot where she could entertain only the people she trusted most while enjoying the solace of the hills around her. She called it Everhaven because of its beauty and peace.”
“Wow,” Gracie murmured, blinking up at me.
“Yeah, well, this is where it gets juicy,” I said with a smirk. “History has it that she built the home with her lover, Margaret Sinclair, a budding architect. Margaret’s the one who designed this place. The sweeping glass windows and open floor plan were super unconventional at the time, but they loved it. Their relationship was an open secret in Hollywood circles, and this place became a safe haven for artists and creatives who needed a break from the spotlight or refuge from societal judgment. The parties were the stuff of legends, but private—invite only.”
“Okay, I am loving this,” Gracie gasped, bouncing on her toes. “So, what happened?”
“Margaret passed away from cancer in 1935. Eleanor stayed by her side until the very end, caring for her. After Margaret’s death, Eleanor became a complete recluse. No one really heard from her again until her death was announced in 1950. The home fell into complete disrepair, eventually ending up in the hands of squabbling estranged family members,” I said with a sad shrug. “It was sold a bunch of times, and no one ever actually looked after it.”
“That’s really sad,” Gracie murmured as she spun in a small circle, letting out a sigh. “This home has so much history in it. So much love and promise.”
“It does,” I murmured, clutching the key in my hand. “You know, it came up for sale at a really… empty time in my life. Business was amazing, and financially, I was doing great, but, God, I felt so lonely and sorry for myself. I read Eleanor and Margaret’s story in the listing, and suddenly, I got it into my head that I could reclaim the home’s legacy, you know? Recapture that love and reinvention.”
Gracie’s eyes glittered as she looked at me. “Well, that’s a little romantic.”
I grinned and shook my head. “It was stupid. I bought it on a whim. It didn’t fill those holes in me. I was still so unmoored… I just had this giant empty house to remind me of that. I—I never felt ready to repair it, to live in it. Until now… with you.”
“Ashley,” Gracie murmured, stepping into my space, her hands resting on my arms. She smiled softly at me. “God, I love you. I want to live here with you and fix this place with you. I want this to be ours. This—this is a place where love flourished in a time that went against all odds. It’s beautiful. You’re beautiful. I love this so much. I love you—God, you have me in awe of you so often.”
I felt heat fill my cheeks at her words, tears pooling in my eyes, which I hurriedly blinked away. “I love you too,” I whispered, holding her to me and resting my forehead against hers. “This place isn’t perfect, but nothing is. It won’t be the same as it was in its prime, but we can make it into something better—something that’s ours.”
Gracie’s smile was soft as she squeezed my arms. “I can’t believe this is real.”
“It’s real,” I promised her, that familiar safe warmth filling me as it always did when I was around her. “I can’t wait to see what we can build together.”
We stood there under that glass atrium, and I felt something settle within me—a feeling of certainty and belonging that I had never quite felt before.
This was where we were meant to be.
Together.



CHAPTER 21

Gracie

Right Now
Istood in the glass atrium entryway of the house while Bailey weaved around my legs, forgetting he was a dog and taking on a catlike characteristic with his movements. I was waiting for Kat to pull up, my stomach twisting in knots. I wasn’t sure what had me more on edge: the meeting with the label and our manager, or what I had planned afterward.
Amanda.
Her name alone was enough to make my throat tighten, and I fiddled with the strap of my bag. I had been very careful not to let on about my plans today, especially to Ashley. She was out to lunch with her sister, which gave me the perfect window of time, but a heavy amount of guilt pooled in my chest like lead. I hadn’t seen her this morning and assumed she had gone to do some work at the gym before meeting her sister.
I didn’t know why I was hiding it—it seemed stupid, because surely she would understand, right? Surely she would get that I had a loose end I needed to tie up. That I needed closure from this enigmatic woman with whom I had been so deeply involved… the woman I had cheated on Dane with, yet couldn’t remember how any of it had ended.
Meeting with Amanda would give me the answers I knew I needed—answers that would allow me the freedom to rediscover Ashley and the life we had built together.
The sound of a car horn snapped me out of my thoughts, and Bailey yipped in response. I held my bag and gave Bailey a quick pat before stepping out of the house, locking the door behind me, and dropping the key into my bag. Kat’s car idled with the window down and music blasting as I approached.
“Hey, hot stuff!” she called out. “Ready to smash this meeting?”
I forced a smile and nodded as I got into the car, setting my bag down at my feet. “Sure.”
Kat shot me a knowing look and flicked me on the nose before pulling out and heading down the long driveway. “You nervous?”
“Massively,” I admitted, fanning my cheeks. “I mean… it’s not just this meeting, you know? It’s all of it. What if I can’t keep up on this tour or ruin it for everyone? What if I forget the songs? I don’t even know how to act on stage… so many people…”
Kat hushed me and waved her hand dismissively. “Babe, trust me and Todd. We wouldn’t take you out on tour if we didn’t think you could do it. You are going to be so fine—you were born to do this. You’re a musical instrument prodigy, and your instincts are still there, even if your memory isn’t. You’re smashing practice—you’ve got this, okay?”
Her unwavering reassurance helped a little, but it didn’t completely quiet the doubt inside me. Those swirling emotions rested deep in my stomach, making me feel sick.
As we hit the main road, Kat lowered the music and glanced at me with a grin. “So, come on, what about last night, hm? How was the date?”
I bit my lip and fiddled with the long strap of my bag. “It was really good.”
“Yeah?” Kat asked, excitement lacing her voice as she tapped the steering wheel. “Tell me all about it.”
“Well,” I murmured as I sifted through the highlights. “We went to dinner at Jarvis… That place was breathtaking, and the food was amazing. Um, we talked a lot. It was fun. Familiar, in a way, I guess. She’s so… confident, you know? So sure of herself, and not in a cocky way either. And she’s funny—I laughed a lot last night.”
Kat shot me a sideways glance as we pulled up to a red light. “Sounds like someone has a crush.”
My cheeks instantly felt hot, and I shook my head. “I don’t know. She’s just so capable and put together, you know? Next to her, I feel like a mess. And this kid started choking, and everyone was losing their minds. She just walked up, cool as anything, saved the kid, and then acted like it was nothing. She just seems so untouchable, you know? Unbothered.”
Kat grinned at me. “That’s Ashley. But you know she’s like a duck.”
I frowned. “Huh?”
“You know, on the surface of the water, she’s calm, unfazed. But her little feet under the surface are kicking a mile a minute, you know? Ashley is really good at masking. You used to tell me this. She’s like an onion, layered in so many ways. It’s what you liked most about her—it intrigued you. The chaos inside her matched the chaos you wore on your sleeve.”
I sat back in the chair, tugging thoughtfully on a loose curl. “Hm.”
“So, did you kiss?”
“God, why am I blushing?” I groaned, shaking my head. “She kissed me on the cheek at the end of the night. In the living room. Then she just left and went to bed.”
“Did you want her to kiss you?” Kat asked. “Do you want to do more than kissing?”
Was it possible for my face to burn any hotter? Kat burst into immediate laughter.
“You’re blushing so bad right now!” Kat teased with a giggle. “You totally want more.”
“Kat!” I groaned, burying my face in my hands. “Stop.”
Kat tapped her fingers against the steering wheel. I peeked at her through my fingers, the grin on her face unrelenting. “Ashley and Gracie sitting in a tree. F-U-C-K—”
“Kat!” I squeaked, slapping her arm gently. “Shut up!”
Kat tsked and shook her head. “You know what your problem is? You’re overthinking this. You should just sleep with her. Blow your mind. Zap those memories right back into place.”
I stared at her, wide-eyed. “What?”
“Listen, all it might take is a mind-blowing orgasm to reset everything, you know? Kind of like turning your brain off and on again.”
“You are insane,” I breathed, gripping the edge of the seat as she swerved through lanes.
“Insanely right,” she quipped, shooting me a wink.
While the teasing was lighthearted, it made me think. Did I want to have sex with Ashley? Yes, that answer was obvious. Admitting it out loud still seemed like too much, though. My feelings were a mess, and despite my physical attraction to her, the knot of guilt sitting in my stomach still held me back.
The way Ashley had looked at me last night, like I was the only person in the room—it made my stomach flip. Every brush of her hand as we walked had me lying awake for hours. But then Amanda would appear in my mind like a ghost I couldn’t shake, and I felt like I was betraying her—which was stupid because, in reality, I wasn’t.
My issue was that my entire sense of reality was warped.
By the time we reached the office building where the meeting was being held, my nerves had built back up inside me. Kat pulled into the lot, and we spotted Todd leaning against a car with a broad grin on his face. He pocketed his phone as Kat parked. She cut the engine and turned to me.
“You good?” she asked softly, a small smile on her face and hope in her eyes.
I nodded, though I clutched my bag a little tighter. “Sure.”

The waiting room outside the conference area felt colder than necessary. The sleek marble floors and overly modern décor exuded no warmth, further tightening the growing knot of anxiety in my stomach. Kat and Todd sat beside me, both seeming far too relaxed as they scrolled through their phones, as if we weren’t about to walk into a make or break meeting.
I hadn’t stopped fidgeting since we entered the building, my leg bouncing up and down as I stared at the doors we’d soon be walking through. I could almost hear the faint murmurs of voices on the other side, the sound taunting me as my palms grew damp.
“Blake,” Kat said suddenly, rising to her feet. I followed her gaze and stood as well.
Blake—our manager, I reminded myself—strode toward us. His sharp suit was impeccably tailored, and his salt and pepper hair was slicked back. A friendly smile spread across his face, radiating reassurance as he clapped his hands together once.
“Team,” he greeted us with a grin, his eyes locking on me. “Gracie, it’s great to see you again. How are you holding up since the accident?”
I managed a small smile as I glanced at the stranger. “Fine, I guess. Just, you know, the memory loss thing being a real delight to deal with.”
Blake smiled and nodded. “I can’t even imagine. How are you feeling about today?”
“Nervous,” I admitted, my voice rising slightly. Kat rubbed my arm in silent support.
“Well, that’s understandable,” he said. “But you’re going to be great—all of you are. I haven’t seen another band like yours right now. You have the talent and the drive, and we’re here to show them that today. We’re here to show them that The Wiser can get knocked down, but it won’t stay down. Okay?”
I nodded, unable to form words.
I wanted to vomit.
“All right, so they’re likely going to ask for a live performance, something acoustic in there,” Blake said, crossing his arms. “Do you guys have anything you can show them?”
My stomach dropped, and I felt as if a bucket of ice-cold water had been thrown over me. “What?”
“Carry You Home,” Todd answered, nudging my arm. “We’ll perform that. We’ve rehearsed it so many times. I know it’s just a cover, but it sounds amazing. Gracie, you could do it in your sleep, and you know it.”
Blake must have noticed my panic-stricken expression because he reached out to pat my shoulder. “They just want to see what you can do, Gracie. No need to panic. You’ll be fine.”
I swallowed the urge to cry and vomit at the same time and instead nodded. “Sure, Carry You Home.”
The confidence I had hoped to inject into those words did not hit the way I intended.
“All right,” Blake said, clapping his hands and glancing at his watch. “Showtime. Let’s go in there and remind those stiffs why The Wiser is the band worth betting on, shall we?”
Walking into that conference room almost made me black out. The clicking of the door closing behind us resounded in my ears, ringing over and over. My eyes scanned the room, taking in the floor to ceiling windows and the sprawling skyline of downtown L.A. A long glass table drew my gaze toward a group of executives, and I swallowed nervously as they regarded us with unreadable expressions.
I followed Kat and Todd to some seats. Each of them wore easy grins, hiding any nerves I was sure they must be feeling right now. I felt as if I were shrinking beside them, my leg immediately resuming its bounce under the table as my nails bit into the leather seat I gripped.
“As you all know and have met before, this is The Wiser,” Blake said, smiling as he gestured toward us. “You know they are one of the most promising bands we’ve had the pleasure of working with since Manifests. Just for memory’s sake, this is Gracie, our lead vocalist and multi-talented instrumentalist; Todd, our drummer and occasional guitarist; and Kat, our pianist and also a guitarist.”
I tried to mirror the easy smiles Todd and Kat wore, but I could feel my lips faltering. One of the executives, a woman with sleek black hair and an intimidating power suit, leaned forward, her palms splayed on the table.
“We’re glad to have you all here,” she said, her voice firm and clear. “Gracie, it’s good to see you. The accident was a shock to all of us. How goes recovery for you?”
“Oh,” I croaked, my voice shaking. I swallowed. “Um, it’s fine. My stitches are out now, and, um, I didn’t, like, break any bones or anything…”
“Don’t bring up the memory loss,” Kat had warned before we entered the building. “Only if they bring it up.”
“That’s great news,” she said with a smile. “Listen, we need to speak logistics here. The tour has the potential to elevate The Wiser to a whole new level, and you know it’s ambitious. Thirty cities, high-profile venues, and a lot of media exposure. We just need assurance that you three are prepared for this—that you have the stamina. Especially you, Gracie.”
Kat jumped in seamlessly. “Gracie’s voice is better than ever. We’ve been rehearsing non-stop. We were ready for the accident, and we’re ready now.”
“We’ve also added some elements to the set list,” Todd added, leaning forward, his confidence rolling off him in waves. “This is going to be some of our best work yet.”
All I could do was nod, trying to match their energy, but a growing lump formed in my throat as my own doubts bubbled under the surface.
“I see we have Lennon Emery signed on as the opener,” another executive said, looking at us over his glasses. “A good draw card—she has a lot of media attention.”
Lennon—the blonde girl I had seen in photos. The girl I was supposed to be friends with? I should probably speak to her at some point.
“We’d like to hear a song,” the sleek-haired executive spoke again. “Something a cappella.”
“Absolutely,” Todd said with a clap of his hands, and I tried not to blink and display my fear. We had done this without music before; I could do this. All I had to do was pay attention to Todd and count in my head. I could do this—we could do this. “We’ll be doing Carry You Home by Alex Warren.”
I suddenly felt as if we were auditioning for American Superstar.
Kat motioned for me to stand, and Todd got to his feet too. My legs felt like lead weights, and my head spun slightly. I took a steadying breath, closing my eyes for half a second before Todd counted us in. As that first practiced note left my lips, the tension melted away—the fear and doubt dissipating.
It all shifted and re-gathered itself, just as it had during our practice sessions, which had become an almost daily occurrence. My voice wrapped around the familiar lyrics effortlessly, gaining strength and confidence with every word. Suddenly, everyone else in the room disappeared, and it was just Kat, Todd, and me, singing together.
The sound of Todd’s deep voice and Kat’s light harmonies blending so effortlessly with mine filled me with peace, along with a sense of conviction that I was in the right place, doing the one thing that made any sort of sense after everything that had happened.
I wanted this. I wanted this tour. I wanted to do this—not just for myself but for the band and for that small piece of me that still remembered what it felt like to perform and make art.
When the last note hung in the air and the silence of the room surrounded us, I chanced a look across the table with a pounding heart and a dry mouth. Meeting the gaze of the executives, I noticed their previously guarded expressions had softened.
We were going to be okay.

The energy as we stepped outside the office was electric. Todd was humming and dancing on his feet, while Kat muttered silent prayers of thanks under her breath. I realized just how serious getting this tour secured had actually been, and just how stressed the two of them must have felt.
Todd practically bounded down the steps, texting on his phone, his smile as wide as I’d ever seen.
“That went better than I expected,” he said with a happy laugh. “Ugh, this is amazing. Okay, I have to run, but we have rehearsal later today, yeah?”
Kat nodded and squeezed my arm. “Yep! We’ll see you later in the studio.”
I barely had time to give a half wave before he pranced away toward his car. My stomach churned with unrelenting nerves as I clutched the strap of my bag, suddenly feeling an overwhelming urge to throw up. I shifted uncomfortably and swallowed hard. Kat’s brow furrowed as she watched me.
“You okay?” she asked, her tone assessing. “What’s up? You’re fidgeting—a lot. The hard part is over, babe. I promise, no more a cappella performances.”
“N-nothing,” I stammered, my tongue tripping over the word.
Kat’s eyes narrowed, and she folded her arms. “Out with it.”
I sighed heavily, knowing it was pointless to try lying to her. “I’m meeting someone.”
Kat tilted her head, crossing her arms tighter. “Meeting someone—who?”
My palms were slick with sweat, and I gripped the strap of my bag even tighter. “Amanda.”
Her name hung in the air like an accusation—sharp and heavy. My heart pounded against my ribs as Kat’s expression shifted, her mouth dropping open slightly in what looked like shock.
“Amanda?” Kat repeated, her voice low. “As—as in the Amanda?”
A flush crept up my neck, and suddenly, I felt as though I were betraying Kat more than I was betraying Ashley. “Y-yeah.”
Kat’s expression was unreadable as she stared at me. Then she let out a low, long whistle and shook her head. “Wow. Did not see that one coming.”
I ran a hand down my face and shook my head. “I just—I just need closure, Kat. It’s been messing with my head not knowing how things ended with her. You don’t get it—my last solid memory is being in love with this girl, and now there’s zero trace of her existence anywhere in my life. I—I can’t focus on anything—not Ashley, not the band—because I keep thinking back to her and to why.”
Kat shifted her stance, folding her arms tighter. Her shoulders squared, giving her a more protective posture. “Does Ashley know?”
The question hit me like a punch to the stomach, and I winced inwardly. “No.”
“Gracie!” Kat’s voice was sharp, disapproval dripping from every word. “We talked about this. You can’t do something like this—not without telling her.”
I eyed Kat in disbelief. Was she serious? How was I supposed to explain to Ashley, my fiancée, that I needed to catch up with an old ex I’d never told her about in order to gain some closure and move forward in this new life?
“It’s just a conversation,” I said quickly, the words sounding defensive as they left my mouth. “I—I’m not doing anything wrong here. I just need to know—to understand what happened.”
Kat’s gaze was unrelenting as she sighed. “G, listen. This will blow up in your face—you know that, right? If you don’t tell Ashley, she’s going to find out somehow, and this will end badly. If she finds out in some other way, other than hearing it from you, this will hurt her. Don’t you understand that? Ashley is hanging on by a thread—she may seem all cool and calm, but that girl is a mess, Gracie. Have you stopped to think about that?”
Tears gathered in my eyes, and I swallowed thickly. “I just—I’m not ready to have that conversation yet. This is about me, not her. I need to figure this out for myself.”
“Fine,” Kat said bluntly, her lips pressing into a thin line. “Do what you need to do. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, though. How are you getting home?”
“Um, I was going to order a ride,” I admitted softly, blinking back tears.
“Don’t be stupid,” Kat said with a sigh. “I’ll wait here in the parking lot. Text me when you’re done.”
I nodded, feeling a small mixture of relief and guilt. “Thanks, Kat.”
“Uh-uh, don’t thank me,” she said, her voice laced with exasperation. “My stamp of approval is not on this at all—but I can’t sit here and pretend I know what life is like for you right now. So, if you feel like you need to do this, then do it. But, Gracie, you owe Ashley the truth—sooner rather than later.”
Her words settled heavily in my chest, and Kat watched me for a moment longer before pulling her keys from her pocket and turning on her heel.
“Call me when you need me.”

The diner buzzed with chatter and the clinking of cutlery and dishes as I entered, the smell of freshly brewed coffee hitting my nose and making me dizzy. My stomach twisted nervously as I scanned the room. I felt more anxious now than I had singing a cappella in a room full of strangers just half an hour ago.
I swallowed hard when my eyes landed on the only person who could be here. Even though she’d changed her hair, I could still pick Amanda out of a crowded room.
She sat in a booth by the window, a menu in her hands as she studied it. I took the opportunity to watch her before she noticed me. She was different from the Amanda in my memories—the Amanda who, to me, was more recent than the last five years I was missing. She was different but no less striking.
Her once long, choppy black hair was now cut into a whimsical bob and dyed hazel brown, framing her face like a halo. She looked older—not drastically, but the passing of time was evident on her face, just as I’d seen it on mine when I finally braved a look in the mirror. Less baby-faced, more adult. She wore a crisp white T-shirt tucked neatly into a pair of blue jeans, with black aviators hanging casually in the V of her collar, making her look as effortlessly cool as ever.
As always.
God, what was I doing?
My heart felt as if it were galloping in my chest as I walked over, reminding myself that I was here because I needed answers—nothing more. I had an amazing life, and I needed to live it. I owed it to myself to live this life I had obviously spent five hard years curating. But the closer I got, the more my hands trembled, because this was a girl who had come into my life and flipped it on its axis.
I had torn myself up over being with her, about cheating on Dane, yet I hadn’t stopped things. I had never ended it. She had made my heart beat, put vibrant colors into a life that otherwise operated in black and white, despite our constant fighting.
So, how had it all ended?
The moment I reached the booth, Amanda looked up from her menu, those familiar catlike eyes flashing as they met mine. An array of emotions flitted across her face as she appraised me, the way someone looks at a person they haven’t seen in five years. The air left my lungs in a rush, and for half a second, the years between us dissolved.
“Gracie,” Amanda said softly, her voice warm yet tentative. She began to half rise in her seat, as if about to hug me, and I knew I couldn’t handle that.
I hurriedly slid into the booth opposite her, avoiding the contact and taking another shaky breath.
Amanda laughed awkwardly, sinking back into her seat and leaning backward. “You look… good,” she murmured as her gaze swept over me once more. “Different.”
“Uh… thanks,” I muttered, my hands fiddling with the edge of the laminated menu I had no intention of opening. The tension at the table was palpable, and for a few moments, neither of us spoke. Neither of us knew what to say.
“I mean, wow,” Amanda said finally. “It’s been a long time, Gracie.”
“Yeah,” I murmured in agreement, glancing at her hesitantly. “Five years. Apparently.”
“Feels like a lifetime ago,” Amanda mumbled, a low whistle escaping her lips.
“I guess it is,” I said before I could stop myself. My stomach twisted, and I tried to control my breathing. “I mean, everything seems very different now—for both of us, I mean.”
Amanda’s eyes softened as she looked across the table at me. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. Losing all that time like that—it’s like something out of a movie.”
“Yep,” I muttered, swallowing hard as tears filled my eyes. I looked at the one person who made any sort of sense to me right now. “I—I don’t remember anything—my life after you or Dane. It’s—it’s just gone, Amanda. You know, the last thing I remember is this party we went to, maybe your birthday? I don’t know. And you and I were fighting and sneaking around and—and then I wake up, and I’m here, and I’m part of this insane world where I’m in a band and—and engaged and living in the Hollywood Hills. And I—I—it’s just crazy to me.”
Amanda’s eyes widened slightly, her lips parted. “I mean, you don’t remember any of it? Nothing at all?”
I shook my head and slid my bag off my shoulder. “No. I mean, I’ve seen pictures and watched videos, I’ve listened to people tell me stories, but it feels like I’m just a spectator, watching someone else’s life. It doesn’t feel like mine.”
“That’s wild,” Amanda said softly, her brows furrowed. “I don’t know how I would react to that—if it were me.”
I let out a humorless laugh and shook my head. “Every day feels like I’m chasing my tail, trying to play catch-up in a life I’m supposed to know how to live. I’ve been shaking my brain, trying to figure it all out—trying to figure out what happened between us, why it ended, and why I just erased you. I never told anyone about you… it just makes no sense to me.”
Amanda leaned forward on her elbows, and a waft of her perfume crossed the table—that familiar scent of honey mixed with something floral—and my head swam.
“Gracie, I mean, the answer to that isn’t quite so simple…”
“Can you just tell me?” I asked, frustration rising as the image of Ashley’s face flickered briefly in my mind. I pushed it down. “I’m trying to connect dots here. I’m trying to fall in love with a woman who will clearly move mountains for me, and I can’t do that without knowing everything. So please, just tell me.”
Amanda’s expression softened, and she leaned back into the booth. “Have you spoken to Dane? Are you going to reach out to him?”
The name hit me like a jolt to the chest, and I stiffened in my seat, discomfort twisting inside me. “No,” I admitted. “No, I don’t want to do that. Not after what I did to him… for so long. I can’t imagine he wants to see me either. I’d rather avoid that altogether.”
Amanda tilted her head as if studying me, a faint shadow of something unreadable in her eyes. She sighed, rubbing her face. “You ended things with both of us at the same time,” she said. “You never told Dane about me either—about us and what we did.”
I blinked, her words landing heavily. “What? I didn’t?”
Her lips curved into a bittersweet smile as she shook her head and shrugged. “Nope. You left him, and you left me—all on the same day, mind you. I guess you thought that’s what you needed to do. It was quick too. You just flat-out told me you didn’t want to see me again and that it was over between us. Then you basically disappeared off the face of the earth.”
My head began to hurt.
Amanda let out a dry laugh, her thumb pressed into the edge of the table. A flash of pain crossed her face before her eyes met mine. “I mean, look, we were a mess back then, you know? I’m sure you remember that. I wasn’t the best kind of person either. I was young and stupid and so wrapped up in my own selfishness that I didn’t think about the consequences of any of the shit I pulled.”
I looked at the woman before me, trying to reconcile this calm, collected person with the chaotic, magnetic girl I had once known. Her admission and honesty cut through any lingering tension, and I frowned. She wasn’t the same, but then again, neither was I.
Amanda reached for her hair, tugging at the stray edges of her short bob, her lips pursing as her expression shifted. Vulnerability softened her face. “I fought uterine cancer a couple of years ago,” she said quietly. “I lost my hair in the process… it was humbling, to say the least.”
A wave of sympathy rose within me, my eyes filling with tears as I thought of my friend fighting that disease. “Amanda,” I began, but she held up her hand and cleared her throat.
“I’m fine now,” she said firmly. “I beat it. I won. You know, and my hair looks cute like this. I kept it short.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears, and she blinked, shaking her head. “Ah. It felt like a reset, you know? Another chance to just do better.”
I nodded slowly and bit my lip, unsure of what I was supposed to say to her. She felt like a virtual stranger, yet so familiar at the same time. There was so much I didn’t know about her, so much that had happened in those missing years. She had been my best friend and the woman I loved—the woman my mind thought I still loved. I clenched my hands into fists under the table, my nails digging into my palms.
“Gracie,” Amanda began softly, her eyes wide, her gaze tender. “Gracie, I never wanted things between us to end. I mean, I get we weren’t perfect, and I pulled some messed-up shit, but I never wanted to lose you. Our situation was a recipe for disaster, and I get that. We were living double lives, pretending to be something we weren’t, and it wasn’t sustainable. I see that now. I know it now.”
Sincerity rang in her voice, and I felt tears building in my eyes as I looked at her. A pang of something deep and unnameable grew in my chest. Sadness? Regret? Relief? I couldn’t decide.
“I’m—I’m always going to be here,” she said softly, her tone hesitant. “Whatever you decide to do, I will always be here for you, Gracie. I—I never stopped loving you or thinking about you. I always just wanted… you. I’m here. I always have been.”
Her words struck me like a slap, ringing in my ears and jumbling my thoughts. I stared at her—at the woman who seemed more solid and grounded than the memory I had of her. She was more sure of herself now. But the Amanda I remembered was still there too, the one who had set my world ablaze and left me in ashes. She was still there.
Ashley.
I had an Ashley.
“Oh God,” I cried softly, rubbing my face. “I thought coming here would make things easier for me… clearer. I just feel more lost.”
“I’m sorry,” Amanda murmured. “I just thought I should tell you. I honestly never thought I’d see you again, and then, you know, you took off with your music—I mean, you’ve toured with Ed Sheeran, wow. Like, good job. It was crazy seeing your face on billboards. I just—I had to tell you. You know, you don’t have to figure it all out at once, right?”
I sniffed and rubbed my eyes, clutching the strap of my bag as if it were an anchor.
“I’m here if you need me, okay?” she said, smiling softly.
I swallowed and managed a weak smile, my body rising to its feet before I fully realized what I was doing. “I should go,” I said softly. “It was good seeing you. And thank you for telling me.”
Amanda nodded and smiled. She didn’t stop me or press me to stay—she gave me the space I needed. As I turned on my heel and made my way out of the diner, my chin quivered, the weight of her gaze following me.
The bell above the door rattled as I left, and the fresh air hit me like a slap in the face. I took a steadying breath and wiped the tears that had begun to fall, trying to calm the storm raging deep within me as I walked in the opposite direction. The past clung to me, no matter how much I wanted to shake it.
Why had I gone there? Why had I done that? I thought closure would help, but instead, it felt as though I had opened a door I couldn’t close again.
My thoughts inevitably turned to Ashley and to the life we were building together… had been building together. The way she looked at me with so much hope and love, even now, through everything.
How was I supposed to move forward with my life when the past had such a tight grip on me?



CHAPTER 22

Back Then

Ashley
Iwoke up feeling like death.
My head was stuffed and foggy, my limbs ached as if I had run a marathon, and my throat felt like sandpaper. My tongue felt leaden in my mouth. I grumbled as I patted the bed beside me, noting that Gracie’s side was empty. I pouted, blinking open my eyes and wincing as my head throbbed.
I sniffed and groaned at the congestion, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. My ears began to ring as I sat hunched over my knees before finally pushing myself to my feet. Miserable, I made my way out of the room and down the hall, clinging to the railing on the staircase as if it were a lifeline.
The smell of coffee and burning incense managed to cut through my congestion as I reached the main living area. I shuffled toward the kitchen. Gracie had the radio on, a song playing in the background that I couldn’t place. I spotted her leaning over the kitchen counter with a pen tucked behind her ear while she scribbled furiously with another.
I admired her pert butt and long legs encased in a pair of black leggings, noting that she had swiped one of my oversized sweaters, which dwarfed her. The sleeves were rolled back in bunches to her elbows, and her curls were roughly clipped up. I watched as she scratched something out, realizing what she was doing.
She was writing out a plan for Friendsgiving dinner.
We were hosting Todd, Kat, Jesse, and Lennon in a few days. I was supposed to start cooking some of the food today—I had sauces to make. My head throbbed, and I wanted to cry.
I groaned to announce myself, exaggerating the croak in my voice to convey my growing misery. “Babe,” I whimpered, “I’m sick.”
Her head snapped up, the pen dropping to the counter as she whirled around to face me. Her hazel eyes widened as she took me in. “Oh no,” she gasped, rushing over, her hands immediately going to my face to feel my temperature. I closed my eyes and leaned into the coolness of her palms, only then realizing how hot I felt.
“You look terrible,” she said.
My eyes snapped open, and I pouted. “Thanks,” I sniffled.
“You know what I mean,” she said with an eye roll. “You’re really pale. Come on, let’s sit you down.”
She steered me toward the couch in the living room before I could protest and immediately began fussing over me. She draped a plush throw over my legs and handed me a fluffy cushion to cuddle—just the way I liked it. She moved around the throw, tucking in the edges neatly around my legs.
“You just rest,” she said softly, cupping my cheek with a sympathetic smile. “I’ll take care of everything, okay?”
Guilt crept in, and I shook my head. “You can’t do it all yourself. I need to start making some of the sauces today and cook some of the desserts. And we need—”
“Uh-uh,” she interrupted, placing a finger to my lips. “You won’t be doing anything except resting. I’ve got this—do you trust me?”
I wanted to laugh. Gracie cooking all of Friendsgiving on her own? “Gracie,” I began softly, my throat thick and sore, “you set toast on fire last week.”
Her lips quirked, but she waved me off with a shrug. “A totally random event. I can figure this out—just, like, write me some instructions or something, and I can do this. You need to rest—no arguments. I’m going to go make you some tea. Sit here. Don’t move.”
I couldn’t help but watch her as she darted back into the kitchen, moving to fill the pot on the stove with water. She moved fluidly, going through her herbal tea collection with a concentrated look on her face, as if this tea would make or break my health. My heart ached in the best way as I watched her in our kitchen—the kitchen we had worked on relentlessly together, pops of both of us stamped throughout the space.
“This one will help your congestion,” she called out loudly, waving a brightly colored bag around before moving back to the stove. I had no idea what she was giving me, but it was fine. “Are you hungry? We’ll need to get you some soup—I can stop by Mo’s on my way back from the store later. And then I have to…” She rattled off a list to herself, her voice fading as she ordered herself around.
A tired smile slipped onto my face as I watched her scribble furiously onto her notepad. Words like cough syrup, vitamin C, and maybe some jelly floated over to me. She dropped the pen and moved back to the stove, flicking it off and filling a mug. She steeped the blend of herbs she had chosen before making her way over to me. Her eyes locked on the mug she carried with determination, and I knew she had overfilled it.
“Okay, here,” she murmured as she came to sit beside me, setting the mug down on the table. “Let it cool down a little, and be careful when you pick it up.”
I coughed and groaned, my hand going to my head as it throbbed. “Oh, poor baby,” she whimpered, throwing her arms around me and stroking my hair gently. “I’m going to take care of you and everything else, okay? You don’t have to worry about a thing.”
“Okay,” I mumbled weakly, sighing at the feel of her soft hands on my head. I closed my eyes and leaned into her.
Something shifted inside me—I felt it, so clear and undeniable, even through the fog of whatever monster cold this was. It was a certainty that had been building quietly for years. I had known for a very long time that Gracie was it. She was my entire life, my partner—hell, I had brought her into this home, the home I had sworn not to touch until I had the right person to share it with.
I realized I was done waiting.
For two years, I had kept a ring hidden, tucked in an old running shoe in the spare closet of my gym downstairs, knowing she would rarely, if ever, go down there, let alone rifle through old shoes. I could still remember the day I had bought it. It had been the morning after one of her shows. She had come off stage looking breathless and euphoric, as if the world was shining in her eyes, and she had kissed me in a way that had nearly knocked me off my feet.
We had been so busy back then—chaotic. We’d been working on our careers, renovating this house, and trying to find our rhythm. There had always been an excuse to keep waiting to do it. But now, sitting here wrapped in her arms, hearing her declare she would take care of everything—even though she was self-admittedly the worst cook in the world—I knew there were no more reasons to wait.
I didn’t want to wait.
“Gracie?” I whispered, my voice rough. I cleared my throat, wincing at the ache it caused.
“Yeah, babe?” she replied softly, pressing a kiss to my head.
“I love you.”
“Aw,” she murmured. “I love you too. Don’t worry about a thing, okay? I’ve got this. I’ve got you.”
My chest felt tight—not from the cold, but from the sudden, overwhelming rush of love and gratitude filling me. These feelings were so intense, so immense, that they felt too vast for my body to contain. I would never be able to fully explain the depth of how much I loved this woman.
This woman who—despite making toast questionable—made my life infinitely better.
This woman with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life.
It was time. I would make it official, and I would make it perfect.

A few days later, we all sat around the table in our home, which was piled high with food that Gracie had mostly prepared on her own. She had let me step in now and then to give pointers or take over when things became particularly tricky. We spent the evening eating, drinking, and laughing—enjoying each other’s company.
I was no longer congested, thankfully, and the aches had subsided. My ears still popped every now and then, especially when it got a little too loud—but that was fine. Because I was here, surrounded by people I loved, and about to ask the woman I loved to marry me.
I swallowed nervously.
Kat rose to her feet with her signature enthusiasm, clapping her hands. “All right! It’s time—let’s all go around the table and say what we’re thankful for.”
Todd groaned dramatically. “Eww!”
“Shut up!” Kat snapped, landing a playful swat to the back of his head. “I’ll kick us off. I am thankful for the beautiful Italian man I met at The Halfway last week. He has a firm belief in daily orgasms, and I fully support that.”
Supportive cheers erupted around the table before all eyes turned to Todd.
“Okay,” he huffed, feigning reluctance, and I smirked. “I am thankful for my beautiful boyfriend. Seven years in, and he still believes in morning handjobs.”
Lennon choked on her water across the table, and Jesse patted her back, a grin on his face. I snorted beside Gracie, who had clapped her hand over her mouth, shaking her head. Her eyes danced with mirth as she watched her friends.
“I am also thankful for the handjobs,” Jesse said with a smirk, earning more laughter around the table before he nudged Lennon. “Your turn, Lennon.”
I eyed his friend—Gracie’s new friend. She had been through hell these last couple of months, dealing with the fallout from her imploded relationship with Camila. She looked a little less vibrant than the Lennon I had first met; her long blonde hair was now cut into a short lob. Todd had told us she’d had to cut it due to matting, her emotional state after the fallout from the show having crippled her for weeks.
Now, she sat here with some version of a renewed spark in her eyes as she looked around the table at us.
“All right,” Lennon began with a small smile. “Um, well… I’m not having any sex. I can’t even remember my last orgasm—”
“Booo!” Gracie heckled, her laugh contagious.
Lennon waved her off, laughing. “I guess I’ll take the wholesome route. Truly, I am thankful for all of you. You’ve all been there for me, especially over the last six months. Jesse, most of all—you are the other half of my soul. I’d be lost without you.”
Jesse, clearly touched by his best friend’s admission, playfully swatted Lennon’s hip. “Don’t make me cry, you sap.”
“That was good,” Kat chimed in approvingly, her expression softening as she regarded Lennon. “I needed some wholesome—seriously, we love you too, Lennon. You’re family.”
We all nodded in agreement. I watched as Jesse squeezed Lennon’s hand with a tender smile, noting the small flush on her cheeks as she nodded and swallowed.
“Okay, Ash, you’re up!” Kat prompted, turning to me with sparkling eyes.
My heart hammered in my chest suddenly as I rose to my feet, my fingers trembling slightly as I lifted my glass and nodded toward Lennon. “Way to steal some of my lines.”
The laughter in the room washed over me, stilling some of my nerves and offering a brief reprieve, but my breaths felt shallow, and my throat was dry.
Focus. Breathe. Don’t screw this up.
“Listen,” I began, forcing steadiness into my voice. “It’s a night of giving thanks. I don’t fully support the holiday as a whole and how it originated, but I do like the idea of taking time out of our lives to reflect and appreciate what we have.”
I set my glass down, my hand instinctively reaching for Gracie’s. Even doing that felt monumental—an action I did so often now holding so much weight. When her fingers wrapped around mine, the warmth of her touch felt like a balm against the icy nerves spiraling through me.
The energy in the room shifted from that slight movement, and I saw Jesse subtly squeeze Lennon’s arm, as though even they could feel the weight of the moment. My heart pounded faster than usual and loud in my ears. I blinked and met Gracie’s hazel eyes, and it was like falling all over again.
The words I’d rehearsed in my mind over and over felt jumbled now, but I pushed forward. “Gracie,” I said, my voice catching ever so slightly, “you have been every bit the person I wished for all those years ago.”
I clung to her gaze like a lifeline. Her lips parted, and I swore my stomach somersaulted. She was so beautiful, and right now, everything I wanted rested in her hands. The room faded away, leaving only her and the raw truth I was about to lay bare.
“From the first moment you tossed a drink in my face at The Halfway,” I continued, injecting a lightness I hoped would mask my shaky confidence, “I knew I had to know you. So when you stumbled into my gym for private sessions with Rex of all people, you better believe I swapped him out and tagged in—and it was the best decision I ever made.”
A hint of a smile tugged at her lips, and she squeezed my fingers gently.
“You have made my life so much brighter just by being in it,” I said, my voice dipping softer, betraying the weight of the emotions lodged in my chest. My grip on her hand tightened slightly. “I love you more every day, and I want to keep loving you for the rest of our lives.”
“Pinch me,” Todd whispered, barely audible, his hands covering his face as the table remained hushed. A nervous chuckle rippled through the group, but I barely registered it.
“I want to build a life with you,” I said, my voice steady despite the storm of emotions churning inside me, “and I want all that comes with it—the good, the bad, and the ugly. Because I know in my heart that no matter what, we will always find our way back to each other.” I took a deep breath, feeling my throat tighten with emotion. “Gracie.”
I cleared my throat, my fingers fumbling slightly as I reached into my pocket. My eyes darted to her face—stunned and wide-eyed—her breath catching audibly. I saw her lips part, her hands trembling as realization washed over her.
“Oh my God,” she whispered, her voice shaky, barely above a breath.
I sank to one knee beside her chair, the motion feeling both surreal and grounding, like stepping into a moment I’d dreamed of countless times. Pulling the small velvet box from my pocket, I held it firmly, willing myself to meet her eyes, to stay present in this monumental moment.
“Please make me the happiest woman ever,” I said, my voice faltering slightly but full of intent, “and do me the honor of becoming my wife?” The words hung in the air as I popped the box open, revealing the ring nestled inside.
Gracie gasped, her hands flying to her mouth before reaching for my face. Tears filled her eyes, spilling over as she cried out, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
Before I could even slide the ring onto her finger, she lunged forward, her hands cupping my cheeks as she pulled me into a kiss. It was fierce, overwhelming, and utterly Gracie.
“No way!” Todd’s shriek pierced through the haze of the moment as he jumped to his feet, clapping loudly.
“This is the best Thanksgiving ever!” Kat exclaimed, dabbing her eyes with the corner of a napkin as her voice cracked with emotion. “I can’t believe this is happening.”
The room erupted with cheers and applause, but all I could focus on was Gracie. Her forehead rested against mine, her breath hitching with laughter and sobs all at once. I felt her smile against my lips as she pulled back just slightly, her gaze locking with mine.
“You really caught me off guard,” she murmured, her voice trembling.
I laughed softly, my thumb brushing away a tear from her cheek. “That was the plan.”
“I love you,” she whispered, her voice full of wonder.
“I love you too,” I said, sliding the ring onto her finger, where it belonged.



CHAPTER 23

Ashley

Right Now
The mirror I stood in front of reflected an image of perfection and put-togetherness: sleek hair pulled into a low bun, sharp cheekbones accentuated by expertly blended makeup, and a black midi dress that clung to my body like a second skin. I slid my feet into the black heels beside me, admiring the appearance of a woman who exuded control and composure.
But behind that calm exterior, I was a mess.
A shaky breath left my lips as I ran my fingers over the delicate gold chain at my neck before twirling the engagement ring on my finger. The weight of it felt heavier than usual, as if it had grown alongside the gnawing doubt filling my heart.
It had once felt like a promise—a constant in a world full of uncertainties. Now, it felt like a question I wasn’t sure I could answer anymore.
Two days. That’s how long it had been since Gracie had seen Amanda.
Not that she knew I knew. Last night, I had opened that iPad once more. I swallowed back the onslaught of tears building in my chest, desperately trying not to recall what I had read. The way Gracie seemed to pour her soul into those messages—spouting pure honesty to this woman I had never heard of before—and the way this woman responded to her like she knew her.
Amanda.
The name sent white-hot fury through me, alongside a pitying despair of helplessness. A shadow of Gracie’s past had somehow lodged its claws in, pulling her back into something I clearly couldn’t compete with. Because how could I? I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes for a moment, taking a calming breath.
I refused to let tears fall tonight. Tonight wasn’t about me—or even us, really. No, tonight was about playing the role of dutiful fiancée at Gracie’s parents’ anniversary party and trying, in vain, to blend into a family that barely tolerated my existence.
I wasn’t naïve. Relationships took work, especially after something as traumatic as Gracie’s accident. But how could I work on something when it felt like I was the only one trying to hold it all together? Gracie had met with Amanda and hadn’t told me, and that knowledge sat on my shoulders, suffocating and unrelenting.
Turning away from the mirror, I felt no more ready than I had at the start of preparing for tonight. But I would play the part. I would show up for Gracie.
Even if I wasn’t all that sure she wanted me there.

The hum of the car filled the silence as we drove to Gracie’s parents’ home, feeling more oppressive than comfortable. It was broken only by the briefest of polite exchanges.
“Do you have everything you need?” I asked, glancing at Gracie from the corner of my eye and noting the gold gift bag at her feet.
She nodded, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her bright red dress. The material was tight and strapless, ending just above her knees. She had bought it yesterday with Kat—a far cry from her usual style. But then again, what did I know?
The air was thick, and my hands tightened on the steering wheel as I stared out the windshield—seeing but not really seeing—focused solely on getting us to her parents’. The wall I thought had come down only a couple of nights ago suddenly felt taller, as if more bricks had been added to it. I watched her fidget nervously from my periphery, the urge to reach out and still her hands dying as fast as it rose.
She felt far away from me—untouchable.
By the time we neared the Starre mansion, I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. I pulled into a free spot on a street lined with cars—likely here for the party—and eyed the pristine, ornate mansion. It was a façade of a home that, deep down, I knew held nothing but brittle and strained relationships.
“You okay?” Gracie asked softly, her voice tentative as I switched the car off.
I nodded quickly and flashed her my perfect smile. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
We entered the house, knowing the party was being held on the back deck. In the distance, down the hall, we could see guests milling about. The doors to the deck were wide open, inviting fresh air into the home as we made our way toward the celebrations.
The party was in full swing. Polished and primped guests mingled under strings of lights and the soft glow of a fast setting sun. The Starre family’s backyard was as extravagant as the party itself: a giant pool with floating lilies, manicured gardens with impressive flowers, trees, and hedges, all adorned with twinkling lights.
I watched as Gracie set down the gift we’d brought on a long table already piled high with meticulously wrapped presents. She positioned the bag carefully, ensuring it wouldn’t risk falling. Then she squinted at the table and scanned the crowd beyond it.
“There she is,” she murmured, her voice tinged with a mixture of anticipation and resignation. It made me want to shake her.
Don’t you see what they do to you? I wanted to scream. Instead, I nodded and smiled perfectly, just as Laura Starre came into view.
Her ever-blonde bob shone shinier than usual but remained as flawless as ever. Not a single hair out of place. Her usual pastel cream dress clung to her sharp, perfectly toned figure—the figure of a woman who existed on almonds, wine, and extensive Pilates, with the occasional touch of cocaine, maybe. She held her signature glass of wine, her head thrown back mid-laugh with another guest before she spotted us.
If possible, her smile grew wider when she looked at Gracie, not even sparing me a second glance. She excused herself from whatever fake-ass conversation she’d been engaged in and made her way over with the quiet grace of a woman who knew every eye in the room was on her—or wished it was.
“Gracie, darling!” Laura cooed as she wrapped Gracie in an over-the-top embrace—the kind of hug that made you question if there was any warmth behind it or if it felt similar to wrapping your arms around a mannequin.
“Hi, Mom,” Gracie said, her voice light and careful. “Happy anniversary.”
Laura’s manicured hand reached down to grab Gracie’s, bringing it briefly to her lips. “I’m so glad you’re here, darling. I’m so glad your father and I get to share this night with you. Come with me—everyone is just dying to see you!”
Laura immediately swept Gracie away into the crowd, and just like that, I was left standing there like a misplaced piece of furniture.
“Christ,” I muttered under my breath before catching sight of the bar. At least a drink would give me something to do with my hands.
“Neat scotch,” I ordered when I reached it, my eyes scanning the guests out on the deck. They were all finely dressed, just as I was, laughing and talking in what was probably one of the best performances I’d ever seen. Later tonight, all these people would go home with their husbands, wives, or partners and pick this party apart—after spending the evening complimenting their hosts on how amazing it was.
I had just taken a cynical sip of my scotch when Paul sidled up beside me, looking a little more disheveled than the other guests, which somehow made him more comforting.
“You all right?” he asked as he leaned against the bar, ordering his own scotch. “You look… off.”
“I’m peachy,” I muttered over my glass.
Paul snickered and shook his head. “Uh-oh. Sure. Want to get drunk? It might be the only thing that makes this party more bearable.”
I sighed with regret because he was right. “I wish.”
“Well,” Paul muttered, straightening as his lips pressed into a thin line. “Then you aren’t going to like what I’m about to say. I thought at least getting shitfaced might help.”
I glanced at him weakly, not sure I could handle any further surprises. “What?”
“Hmm, well,” Paul muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “So… Dane is here. Laura invited him.”
For a moment, I forgot how to breathe. My stomach, already in a tight knot, only seemed to squeeze tighter, and I felt as if I were seeing stars. The taste of scotch suddenly turned bitter on my tongue, but I threw the rest back in one go.
“Of course, she did,” I rasped as the drink burned down the back of my throat. It didn’t do anything to dull the pain in my chest, but it let me breathe for a moment.
Amanda had been a hard enough pill to swallow in the last forty-eight hours, but now I had to compete with fucking Dane as well? The party, this godforsaken house, Laura—Jesus, it was all becoming too much. The last thing I wanted was to have a mental breakdown in the middle of Laura and Kurt Starre’s anniversary party.
I would never live it down.
“You okay?” Paul asked, raising a brow.
I waved down the bartender and tapped my glass.
“Ask me again after this drink,” I muttered, noting that my control—that thin layer of composure I had been so masterfully wearing since the accident—was slipping.
And the night had barely begun.

The kitchen was thankfully empty when I walked in, seeking a quiet reprieve from all the noise and fake politeness that was starting to wear on me. The party was muted by the double doors separating the kitchen from the rest of the house. I found a glass, filled it with ice-cold water from the dispenser, and knocked it back in one go.
Gracie had been missing for over an hour, and Paul had pointed out Dane earlier—a tall, polished-looking man who seemed every bit the kind of guy who grew up on Daddy’s money, with a fat trust fund waiting for him like a pot of gold at the end of his silver-spoon rainbow.
I leaned against the cool marble counter with another glass of water, trying to compose myself. I knew my judgment of the people here tonight stemmed from my own bitterness. I’d been to plenty of parties just like this and enjoyed myself—maybe I was the problem tonight, even if I was mostly right.
I just couldn’t fake happiness and positivity anymore.
Gracie may have been missing for the last hour, but at least I’d managed to confirm she wasn’t with Dane. Him being here didn’t mean anything, anyway. At that horrible dinner, they’d said Dane worked for Gracie’s father now, and it looked like his entire office was here. Still, while I desperately tried to convince myself it didn’t mean anything, I knew it did.
Because it meant Laura Starre was up to something.
The sound of the doors opening and heels clicking on the floor dragged me from my thoughts. When I looked up to see Laura entering with a glass of champagne in her hand and a mildly glazed look in her eye, I suddenly wished for the ground to open up and swallow me whole.
“There you are!” Laura exclaimed with fake enthusiasm that had me gritting my teeth. “Having a little break from the celebrations?”
I chose my words carefully, nodding once. “Just needed some water.”
Judgment oozed from the vapid woman as she stalked further into the kitchen, her sharp eyes scanning me as she set her glass on the counter. “You’ve been unusually quiet tonight, Ashley,” she began sweetly. “I suppose events like these can be a bit overwhelming for you.”
My grip tightened on my glass of water. “I’m fine, thanks.”
Faux sympathy filled her eyes as she tilted her head slightly, and my blood burned. “Well, you’re doing your best. It must be hard for you to see a family so together when you don’t have that, you know, and you and Gracie just come from such different backgrounds.”
I raised a brow, ignoring the dig at my dead parents. “Different backgrounds?” I asked softly, my voice steady and not betraying the urge to hurl the glass at her.
“Oh, you know,” she said with a small laugh, as if brushing off her words. “Gracie has always been part of this, you know—a world filled with class and stability. It’s just a case of her remembering her place and where she truly belongs. And I have a feeling she already is, wouldn’t you agree?”
I refused to give her what she wanted—me to bite. Instead, I said, “Gracie belongs where she’s happy, wherever that may be. Doing whatever she needs to do to be happy.”
Her calculating mask seemed to slip for a moment, her lips pressing into a thin line as she tapped her champagne glass. “You think you can give her a stable life? A happy life?”
I rolled my eyes and set down my glass. “For fuck’s sake, Laura, just say whatever it is you came in here to say. I’m sure you’ve practiced these words in front of the mirror a million times. So here it is, my anniversary gift to you—you have the floor. Let it out.”
She stepped closer, and it was mildly cute that she thought herself threatening. “Gracie has always deserved more than you. She deserves someone who keeps her on track, not chasing fantasies and playing music in seedy bars. Someone who can support her and give her a life of security that isn’t handicapped by your world.”
“My world?” I snarled, anger surging sharp and unrelenting as I stared her down. “Do you mean the world that I built off my own back from the ground up? The world where I am a successful business owner that continues to grow? The world that has supported Gracie every step of the way while you did nothing but tear her down? You mean that world, right?”
“I’ve only ever wanted what’s best for Gracie,” Laura snapped, her eyes flashing.
“You have a fucking weird way of showing it, Laura,” I threw back with a scoff. “Belittling her? Trying to manipulate her? Inviting her ex to this party? Do you truly believe you’ve been doing what’s best for her?”
Laura faltered for a moment, as if she didn’t know how to respond to the truth hitting her squarely between the eyes. Then her icy smile returned. “Ashley, face it—if she hasn’t remembered you by now, maybe it’s because there’s nothing here that’s worth her remembering, hm?”
I felt as if she had sucker-punched me, the silence that followed deafening as my ears began to ring. She threw my own fears back in my face, and the way her thin lips pressed into a satisfied smile made it clear she knew she had me down. Like a cat toying with a wounded bird, she struck again.
“Why do you think she hasn’t forgotten any of us? Her family, Dane, even Amanda,” Laura said with a dark laugh. “I’m not stupid—I knew what she and Amanda were up to back then. At least I could still guide Gracie when Amanda was around. But once you appeared? That’s when all the problems started. You stole my daughter away from me once, Ashley Morgan, and I won’t allow that to happen a second time.”
I held back the tears; I wouldn’t give her that satisfaction. Instead, I swallowed the urge to scream, fought down the impulse to tackle her, and stepped closer, relishing the slight shuffle she made backward.
“Gracie is more than a pawn in whatever sick game you’re playing, Laura,” I growled, my voice low and steady. Lethal. “If you think you can control her the way you’ve tried to control everything else in your life, you’re wrong. You lost her long before I came on the scene.”
Laura blinked before shrugging and raising her glass in a mock toast. “We’ll see, won’t we?” She turned on her heel and began to leave the kitchen, pausing at the door to toss over her shoulder, “Don’t loiter in my kitchen, Ashley. Wash that glass when you’re done with it.”
The door opened, allowing the hum of the party to seep in for the briefest moment before it clicked shut again. I let out a gasp, gripping the counter behind me as her words echoed in my ears:
“If she hasn’t remembered you by now, maybe it’s because there’s nothing here that’s worth her remembering.”
I needed air. I needed space—anything to escape the suffocating weight of this house pressing down on me. But more than anything, I needed to find Gracie.

My steps were hurried as I left the kitchen, leaving my used cup in the middle of Laura Starre’s pristine counter—a petty “fuck you” and not my best work. It wasn’t just Laura’s voice echoing in my head; it was everything all at once: Amanda, Dane, Gracie’s memory loss, and our lack of progress. All of it was crashing down on me at once.
My pulse pounded in my ears as I wove through the maze of rooms, moving away from the party in search of a bathroom where I could splash my neck with cold water, cool down, and get the fuck out of here.
“Where the fuck is the bathroom in this place?” I growled in frustration, shoving open yet another door. My brow furrowed as I realized I’d stumbled into a study—and my breath hitched at the sight before me. Gracie stood there with… Dane. She was holding his hand, both her hands clasped tightly around his.
Her eyes flashed toward me, panic evident, and Dane turned his head. Dread filled his expression as he took an obvious step back.
And that was it.
I cracked.
“What the fuck is this?” I asked, my voice surprisingly quiet, my hands trembling. “Really? Him?”
Gracie’s hazel eyes widened in panic, and Dane took another half step back, his expression unreadable but clearly uncomfortable.
“Ashley,” Gracie said, her voice trembling as she raised her hands in front of her. “This isn’t what it looks like.”
“Then what is it?” I asked with an incredulous laugh, disbelief mingling with heartbreak. The words left my mouth before I could stop them. “First Amanda, and now Dane? What else am I supposed to think? Is there another secret ex just waiting to show up?”
“Amanda?” Dane asked with a frown. “You spoke to Amanda?”
Gracie ignored Dane, confusion flashing across her face before it morphed into something heavier. “What do you—how do you know about Amanda? Did Kat tell you?”
Kat knew? Christ.
Dane rubbed his face and, bless his poorly timed courage, decided to interject. “I was just—”
“You shut it,” I snapped, cutting him off. “I don’t want to hear from you at all. This isn’t your place.”
“Ashley,” Gracie said, stepping toward me, her hands out as if she could smooth over the cracks that had been splintering between us since she woke up. “I promise it’s not anything you think it is. We were just talking. I had some questions I needed answered.”
“Right,” I scoffed, my rage blinding me to anything that made sense. “I also hold the hands of my exes in dark rooms at parties and ask questions.”
“Come on,” Gracie said, her face crumpling. For the first time, my rage refused to let me care. “I just needed closure—I have so many questions, and he had some answers. Amanda had answers. I couldn’t—I was struggling to move on with my life. I needed them answered!”
“Why the fuck did you speak to Amanda?” Dane demanded, his voice raw with anger.
“Would you just get the fuck out?” I yelled at him, my patience snapping. I couldn’t deal with a jealous ex-boyfriend of my memory addled fiancée. “Seriously, get out before I fucking force you out.”
“Ashley, calm down,” Gracie said as Dane backed away, hands up. “Just go, Dane.”
Dane left quickly, a scoff on his lips as he closed the door behind him. My eyes snapped back to Gracie, who now stood with her arms folded, looking at me incredulously. God damn it, she had some nerve. After spending two days exchanging messages with her ex-girlfriend, she wanted to look at me like that?
“What are you doing, Gracie?” I asked weakly, my voice cracking as pathetic tears filled my eyes. “Is this some sort of sick game to you? What—are you playing at? Are you trying to see which one of us three can give you the best life? I don’t get it.”
“I’m not!” Gracie groaned, exasperation thick in her voice as her hand went to her chest. “I needed closure, Ashley! I needed to know how all of that ended because my last memories of it all were of a twisted mess. I—I needed to make sure I was making the right decision. I—I—”
“Closure? Decision?” I echoed, a sob ripping through me. “So where does that leave me, Gracie, huh? Who am I in this game you’re playing? Am I part of the life you’re apparently trying to remember, or am I just the part you’re trying to forget?”
“That’s not fair,” she cried weakly. For half a second, I thought maybe I had struck too deeply—until her eyes flashed. She let out a frustrated groan that was half screech, half sob. “I don’t know what I’m doing, okay? I don’t know anything, and that’s the problem! Every single day I wake up in this life that I have no memory of, with no idea who I’m supposed to be, and then I see you. I see how—how hopeful you are and how much you love me, and I don’t know how to—to be that person!”
Her words cut deeply, and I sucked in a sob. My anger was nearly extinguished, replaced by a slow ache that began to build—a realization I didn’t want to acknowledge just yet.
“All I have done is fight,” I whispered, my voice weak. “I’m fighting every single day, but it feels like I’m the only one.”
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she threw her hands in the air. “Do you think I haven’t been trying? Do you think it’s a blast to wake up every day not knowing who I am? I’m watching videos, looking at photos, and praying to whoever the fuck I can to pull me out of this nightmare and give you back this person you fell in love with. God, all I feel like—” She choked, her hand moving to her head as she gasped. “All I feel like is I’m constantly disappointing you. Constantly h-hurting you, every single day, because I don’t remember. I’m never going to remember!”
“You might!” I cried, my hands shaking as her words tore through me. “You might! Dr. Boyd said the brain is its own mystery. There’s s-still a chance that you wake up one day and remember it all!”
Gracie cried loudly, a frustrated sound escaping her as she shook her head. “Jesus Christ, I can’t keep living off this false positivity! And look at you—you can’t keep living with this death grip on the hope that I’m going to remember you. This horrible accident is going to tear us both apart from the inside out until there’s nothing left. I can’t live like that! I can’t live with you and your hope and your constant waiting for me to be someone I don’t remember how to be anymore!”
Her words nearly knocked me off my feet, and tears streamed down my cheeks. “I just w-want you to want us, Gracie,” I said through a heartbreaking sob. “That’s all I want. Even if you never remember—I can live with that. I just want us.”
Her lips parted, but nothing came out. A million expressions danced across her face—torn, lost, her eyes glassy and filled with regret, pain, and anguish.
“I think we just need a time-out,” she croaked weakly, sniffing. “I need a break. I need a break from this. All of it.”
The final thread holding me together snapped, and I stumbled back a step as raw pain filled me. “W-what?” I whimpered, feeling my heart shatter into a million pieces. “You—you don’t mean that.”
Her gaze dropped to the floor, her arms wrapping around herself the same way they had in the hospital, as if protecting herself, trying to hold herself together. When her eyes met mine, they were filled with exhaustion. “I think I do,” she uttered, so softly I almost didn’t hear her. “We can’t keep doing this.”
Her words felt like a knife plunging into my chest and twisting. Panic filled me at the gravity of her words, and my voice trembled as I searched for anything to say, stuttering over each syllable in a desperate attempt to end this nightmare, to wake myself up. “We—we can figure this out. We always figure stuff out, no matter what. It’s—it’s what we do.”
She shook her head, fresh tears slipping down her cheeks as she rubbed her nose. “I don’t even know who I am, Ashley,” she said weakly. “How can I ever love you the way you d-deserve when I can’t even love myself right now?”
My chest heaved as I struggled to breathe, my pulse beating erratically as I looked at her, trying to soak her in. “You don’t have to do this alone. That’s the whole point. I’m here—I’m always here.”
Her chin quivered, her lips trembling. For half a second, I thought maybe she would back down, maybe she would realize she didn’t mean what she was saying. But then, she closed her eyes, and a single tear slid down her cheek as she shattered the last remaining pieces of me.
“I need to be alone,” she croaked, sniffing back tears as she steeled herself. I knew her mind was made up—that we were over, that this was all over. She didn’t need me. She didn’t want me. “I’m so sorry, Ashley,” she whispered. “I don’t want to hurt you. Y-you’re probably one of the k-kindest people I have ever met. I just can’t—I can’t live with myself, continuously hurting you.”
“Gracie,” I whimpered weakly, my head in my hands. “Oh Jesus.”
A hiccup escaped Gracie, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at her.
“I’m going to c-clean myself up and go join the party,” she said, her voice trembling. “You—you should go home, Ashley.”
The room began to spin with her words. Even with my head buried in my hands, I could feel the sway of it, the loss of gravity, the way my life had centered around her holding me down. My anchor was gone so suddenly that I couldn’t move or speak. I couldn’t find the words I needed to make her change her mind.
All I heard were footsteps, the sound of the door opening, and then closing. I knew I was now standing alone in the midst of the wreckage of our life, everything we had built together. The sound of that door clicking shut echoed in the silence like the final seal of goodbye.
For the first time in years, I felt truly and utterly alone.



CHAPTER 24

Gracie

Right Now
The roaring of a blender filled my ears and pulled me from a fitful sleep. I groaned under my breath and yanked the blanket tighter around me, as if it could mute the horrendous sounds coming from Kat’s kitchen. I glared at the time on the old clock on her wall, noting it was almost seven in the morning, and sighed.
Reluctantly, I reached for my phone and blinked at the screen as it lit up. No new notifications. No missed calls. Nothing. I swallowed the lump in my throat and set it back down, my head throbbing as I flipped onto my back and stared at the ceiling of Kat’s living room.
For the first twelve hours after I told Ashley I needed a break, she had called and texted relentlessly, her messages filled with pleas to talk, to work things out, to not give up on us. Now? Silence. No more calls or texts—just a blank screen staring back at me, almost mockingly.
I tried to shut out the memory of her shattered face, the weight of my decision pressing down on my chest as I lay there. The pain that had filled her eyes, the sobs that had come from her—I blinked back tears and swallowed again, biting the inside of my cheek. The way her voice had cracked when she asked if she was just part of a life I was trying to forget?
Was she? I didn’t know anymore. Nothing made sense now.
I pressed the heels of my palms against my eyes to stem the tears and took a trembling breath. “Get it together, Gracie,” I whispered softly.
The clinking of glasses in the kitchen replaced the blaring of the blender. Then Kat’s voice carried through the space, coming closer as she walked. “Good morning!” she said cheerfully, setting the smoothie down with a flourish. “I made enough for two, so drink up. We have to head off to Lennon’s within the next hour.”
Lennon Emery, I reminded myself, had graciously opened up her small home studio to us so we could practice—because there was no way in hell I was going back to the house. Not after everything that had gone down.
I tried to summon a smile as I nodded, reaching for the glass filled with a vibrant pink liquid and bringing the straw to my lips. “Thanks.”
Kat’s grin faded as she sat on the ottoman, setting down her glass and looking at me. “You all right, babe?”
I took a weak sip of the smoothie, expecting to hate it, only to be pleasantly surprised by the taste of mixed berries, honey, and possibly banana.
“I’m just tired,” I told her roughly. “I didn’t sleep that great.”
Kat’s eyes softened, and she gave me a sympathetic smile. “Playing it over and over in your mind isn’t going to change how it all went down, you know that, right?”
My fingers tightened around the glass, condensation already forming. “I know. It’s just hard not to.”
Kat sighed and rubbed my knee. “Listen, you’ve gone through more in the last few weeks than most people face in their whole lives. There’s no guidebook for dealing with what you’re going through—no right or wrong way to do it. The only way you can handle this is by listening to yourself and doing what feels right in your gut, okay? If that means facing this alone, then that’s what you have to do. But, hey”—she squeezed my knee, and I looked at her with tear-filled eyes—“don’t be so hard on yourself. Stop punishing yourself. You’re a human being who’s just been through a lot. Give yourself some grace. You’re doing the best you can.”
I sniffed and rubbed my nose. “What if my best isn’t enough?”
“Your best is always enough,” she told me firmly, her voice steady. “I know you don’t believe in yourself right now, but I do. Todd does. You have people in your corner, okay? You aren’t alone here. Now, go take a shower, get dressed, and let’s go make some music, okay? If anything, it’s the one thing that always makes sense.”
I nodded and laughed weakly, setting down my glass and sighing. “Thanks, Kat.”
“Anytime, G,” she murmured. “Now get a move on. Lennon will roast the hell out of us if we’re late.”

When we pulled into the circular driveway of the home Lennon shared with Camila Bianchi (pinch me), my mouth dropped open in awe. I stared at the white-walled, art deco masterpiece, its manicured trees framing the pristine exterior. A set of double black doors at the entrance was both inviting and foreboding.
Todd’s car rolled in behind us, and as Kat turned off the engine, I stepped out, gripping the doorframe as I glanced at the house again, shaking my head.
“Damn,” I breathed.
“It’s something, huh?” Todd said with a laugh as he climbed out of his car and went to the back to retrieve a guitar case.
“It’s definitely something,” I murmured, fully stepping out of the car and closing the door with a soft thud.
“All right, come on,” Kat urged as she slid on a backpack. “Let’s go. The studio is this way—we have no time to waste today.”
I followed her toward a door off the side of the main house, and as we stepped inside, it felt like we had entered a new dimension. The interior was a stark contrast to the outside. The floors were warm honey-colored wood, and the walls were lined with eclectic pieces of art—framed sketches, photographs of people and places. A small table under a window held a collection of succulents in mismatched pots, and I could faintly make out the scent of lavender in the air.
“This feels homey,” I murmured as we walked, the sound of my Converse faint on the floors.
“Lennon must have cleaned up,” Todd said with a snort. “Clearly trying to make a good impression. That girl is a mess at the best of times.”
Kat snickered, and we continued further into the house, which revealed itself only in snippets—a sunken living room with floor to ceiling windows offering views of L.A. so stunning they nearly knocked the air out of me. We passed a kitchen with black marble countertops and an open, glass-lined hallway. I felt as if we were walking through an episode of Selling Sunset—the home was magnificent.
Every so often, there were signs the home was lived in: shoes kicked off by a couch, a sweater flung over a chair, a random mug on a table with a half-finished drink inside.
Kat pushed open the door at the end of the hall, revealing a small studio tucked away at what I could only assume was the back of the house. Acoustic panels lined the walls, a smattering of instruments occupied various corners, and my eyes zeroed in on a hammock strung diagonally across the room. In it was Lennon, headphones on, swaying gently with her eyes closed and a serene smile on her face.
Todd chuckled behind me and pushed past, setting down his guitar. “Classic Len,” he whispered before sauntering over and flicking her on the nose, a mischievous grin on his face.
Lennon yelped in fright, tumbling out of the hammock, her headphones clattering to the floor. Her shocked expression quickly morphed into indignation as she spotted us.
“Todd!” she groaned as she climbed to her feet, rubbing her knee. “What the hell?”
“Couldn’t help myself,” he told her with a simple shrug. He went to flick her nose again, but this time she swatted his hand away with a glower.
Kat laughed and nudged me forward as we entered the room. She set down her backpack and gave Lennon a quick hug. “Always so graceful, Lennon,” Kat teased with a wink as she moved to sit on a beanbag.
Lennon sighed and ran a hand through her long bob, rolling her eyes. “All right, so it’s gang-up-on-Lennon day—okay.” She grinned widely as she spoke, her blue eyes sparkling. Then her gaze landed on me, and her smile widened. “Hi, Gracie!” she greeted, walking over. “I’m Lennon. I’m opening for the band on your tour.”
Her words caught me off guard—no forced familiarity, no attempt to remind me of who I was or what I should remember about her. It was just a simple introduction, as fresh a start as she could offer me. And damn, I appreciated it.
“Are you excited for the tour?” Lennon asked, her warm smile unwavering.
“Oh, you know,” I laughed nervously. “Excited. Nervous.”
“Same,” she told me with a wink. “Don’t worry about it. It’s going to be ah-mazing!”
“Speaking of ah-mazing,” Todd interjected, “before we get started, can you please show Gracie that damn song so we can stop hearing about how good it is and see if we all think it’s good enough for your set list, Len?”
Lennon’s eyes lit up, and she bounced on her feet. “Okay, so, Gracie, right before your accident, we had been working on a song together—loosely. It was like a brief exchange of notes. Anyway, I finished it. If you’re okay with it, I would love to play it for you. I want to see if you guys think it should go on my set list for the opening.”
Nerves filled me at the reminder of something else I had forgotten, but I pushed it down and nodded slowly, the earnest hope in her expression convincing me. “Yeah, uh, sure. I’d love to hear it.”
“Yay!” Lennon squeaked, clapping her hands. “Okay, well, take a seat. Get comfortable.”
I watched as she bounded over to the piano, taking a seat on the bench and dramatically cracking her fingers. I dropped onto another beanbag beside Todd.
“She’s fondly named ‘One-Take Lennon,’ by the way,” he murmured. “Freakishly good at nailing it the first time.”
“No jinxing!” Lennon called out, a grin on her face as she adjusted a few things—her mic, her bench, and her phone, which likely displayed the lyrics and keys she needed. “Okay, ready?”
“More than ready,” Kat called out with a smile. “Let’s hear it, Len.”
Lennon let out a small chuckle that echoed through her microphone before her fingers began to move across the keys. A soft, almost haunting melody filled the room, and for whatever reason, my throat tightened. Then Lennon began to sing.
Guess I could go and live right—
Get the man, the house, the kids,
Do it by the Book; be a good wife,
So it’s all good and clean in your eyes.
Force myself into that cookie cutter life,
Who cares if I won’t be able to sleep at night?
Lennon’s voice was the perfect combination of huskiness and sincerity as she sang—not merely performing the words or focusing on her technique, but fully feeling them, drawing us all into the story she was telling.
Oh, maybe hear me out,
Maybe hear me out
Oh please, just listen—won’t you hear me out?
One day, when I’m fifty years old,
Laying in bed,
Living that dream life, desires put on hold,
I’ll look back and think of that girl—
The girl who could have had it all
And I know that I’ll be missing everything that could have been,
Thinking of that brown haired girl…
And her Cheshire grin, twinkle in her eyes
Never gave myself fully to this white picket fence,
Never fully loved the way I should have…
But it don’t matter, ‘cause I lived life by that Book...
Help me try and make it make sense….
I was in a chokehold with her words, gripping the beanbag as if it were a lifeline. Tears pricked my eyes, stirred by the sweetness in her voice, the pain, and the desperation she conveyed. I bit the inside of my lip, struggling to hold it together.
The man you told me was good for me—
Came home late, or not at all
Left me with the kids, the house, under the guise of standing tall,
Being the provider,
The man,
All under control
But he smells like cheap perfume
And hides alone with his phone…
Oh, maybe hear me out,
Maybe hear me out
Oh please, just listen—won’t you hear me out?
One day, when I’m fifty years old,
Laying in bed,
Living that dream life, desires put on hold,
I’ll look back and think of that girl—
The girl who could have had it all
And I know that I’ll be missing everything that could have been,
Thinking of that brown haired girl…
And her Cheshire grin, twinkle in her eyes
Never gave myself fully to this white picket fence,
Never fully loved the way I should have…
But it don’t matter, ‘cause I lived life by that Book...
Help me try and make it make sense….
She played the piano for a moment after she stopped singing, her fingers moving expertly across the keys, her eyes closed. I realized she hadn’t been reading from her phone the entire time. She knew the song by heart, and whether that was due to sheer practice or Todd’s claim that she could perform a song in one take, I would never know.
Never gave myself fully to this white picket fence,
Never fully loved the way I should have.
But it don’t matter, ‘cause I lived life by that book...
Help me try and make it make sense…
Oh, maybe she was good for me after all
A place of warmth and sanctuary,
A place I never felt small
A place where love was felt freely—
Where she was home with me and our kids
Looking after that picket fence,
We both provide and look after each other
But just because she’s a girl—it’s still not good enough,
Not clean enough in your eyes…
Oh, maybe hear me out,
Maybe hear me out
Oh please, just listen—won’t you hear me out?
One day, when I’m fifty years old,
Laying in bed,
Living that dream life, desires put on hold,
I’ll look back and think of that girl—
The girl who could have had it all
And I know that I’ll be missing everything that could have been,
Thinking of that brown haired girl…
And her Cheshire grin, twinkle in her eyes
Never gave myself fully to this white picket fence,
Never fully loved the way I should have…
But it don’t matter, ‘cause I lived life by that Book...
Help me try and make it make sense….
My heart felt as if it were caught in my throat as Lennon played the final notes of the song. The last harmony left her lips, and silence enveloped the room. She opened her eyes, taking a steadying breath before glancing over at me. Her gaze found mine, hopeful, as I shook my head in pure wonder at her. Meanwhile, Todd and Kat immediately began cheering, rising to their feet.
I didn’t have the words as I climbed out of the beanbag, my chest aching with something I couldn’t quite name. All I could do was nod at her, hoping she understood—and hoping it was enough.
“You killed it!” Kat squealed. “Absolutely killed it. I love it.”
“One-Take Lennon strikes again!” Todd gushed. “Yeah, that’s definitely going on your setlist, babe.”
Lennon grinned at her friends before her eyes shifted to me. “Gracie, this is our song. I would—I would be so honored if, during my set, you’d come out and perform it with me.”
Tears filled my eyes, though I wasn’t sure why. I’d been crying at the drop of a hat these days. Blinking them back, I nodded and cleared my throat. “Absolutely. I love it.”
“Woo!” Kat cheered. “This tour is going to be amazing, guys! I can’t freaking wait!”

As the evening crept in, dimming the apartment with the passing hours, Kat left the house, telling me she was meeting someone. I was left with my spiraling thoughts, staring mutely at the TV as I picked at the skin of my thumb. I didn’t even register what I was watching—just that it was loud, colorful, and mindless, requiring little attention.
Which was good, because my attention at that moment was fixed on the message that had just flashed on my phone from Amanda. My finger hovered over the notification as I deliberated opening it, wondering if I was about to open a door I couldn’t close. Would opening that message just push the door wider?
Was there anything wrong with opening that door?
Indecision clawed at me, and I sighed softly. It was maddening—the way her name had rooted itself into my thoughts. What if she had more to tell me? More gaps to fill?
When my phone suddenly buzzed in my hand, breaking me from my reverie, I startled and dropped it into my lap with a gasp. Hurriedly, I scooped it up and noted the caller was an unknown number. Against all better judgment, I answered.
“Hello?”
“Gracie,” a familiar voice came through the line, and my stomach dropped.
Dane.
“Uh…hey,” I stuttered, memories of the party flooding back to me—the study, his shock when Ashley had stormed in.
Ashley.
“I know this is random,” he said, his tone holding an air of caution, “but I really need to speak to you. In person.”
“I’m really sorry about the party,” I mumbled, rambling. “It got totally out of control—”
“Listen, it’s not about that,” he interrupted gently, and I paused. “Honestly, I get why she went off the way she did. I can’t even imagine being her right now and dealing with all of this.” Dane paused, and guilt ate at me, Ashley’s tear-filled eyes flashing in my memory. “Listen, this is about Amanda.”
Her name hit me like a punch to the gut—an instinctual reaction.
“Amanda? Why?”
“This is a conversation we need to have face to face,” Dane said simply. “Are you free right now?”
I swallowed and glanced around the empty apartment, the stillness pressing down on me as my curiosity piqued. “Yeah. I’m at a friend’s apartment.”
“Text me the address, and I’ll be there as soon as possible.”
He ended the call before I could say anything else. Shortly after, a text came through, identifying him as Dane and including his number. I sat frozen for a moment, my thoughts racing as I tried to wrap my head around why Dane wanted to talk about Amanda.
Roughly thirty minutes after that call, Dane arrived. His buzz on the intercom broke me out of whatever trance-like state I had fallen into while waiting for him. When I opened the door, I found him standing there with a solemn expression. His crisp white shirt was unbuttoned at the neck, paired with black pants and shiny black shoes.
He must have been at work today, I realized.
“Hey,” he said, his voice low, his eyes guarded.
“Um, hey,” I mumbled, stepping aside. “Come in?”
I watched as he entered Kat’s apartment, his tall frame seeming to dwarf the space as he walked inside and headed toward the single sofa. I bit my lip and closed the door, returning to the spot I had abandoned. Tugging at the hem of my sweater, I struggled against the nerves eating at me. His serious expression was almost too much to handle.
“I’m sorry about the party,” I began, my voice shaky as I tried to break the silence.
“Don’t apologize for it, Gracie,” Dane said firmly. “It’s fine. If I were in her shoes, I probably would have reacted the same way. I actually feel really fucking sorry for her.”
I looked away, unable to meet his eyes as guilt filled me once more.
“Listen, that’s not why I’m here,” he continued, rubbing his chin. “We need to talk. About Amanda. You met up with her, right? That’s the gist of what I caught the other night.”
“I—I mean, yeah,” I murmured, my grip on the sweater tightening. “I had questions. I couldn’t remember how…how everything ended. Me and her. You and me.” Shameful heat filled my cheeks as I looked at Dane, my heart racing at the sight of the boy I had truly loved—for a time—but deep down knew wasn’t right for me. “I’m really sorry, Dane.”
Dane shook his head, giving me a grim smile. “It’s been a long time, Gracie. Trust me, I got over it. Can you tell me, though, what she said when you saw her? Did she tell you how you two ended things?”
I hesitated, unsure where this was headed but suddenly feeling uneasy. “I—she said she didn’t want things to end. That she never did. She said I broke up with both of you, never—never told the truth, and just disappeared. That I left her.”
Dane blinked at me once before letting out a cold laugh and groaning into his hands. “Wow,” he laughed bitterly. “So she’s still the same sick, vapid bitch she always was. You’d think cancer would maybe make someone reflect a little.”
“Dane!” I gasped, shock rising inside me. “What do you mean? That’s a horrible thing to say.”
“Ugh,” Dane grunted, letting go of his face and looking me square in the eye. “Gracie…you’ve been played. For the second time, by none other than the ever-masterful, ever-deceitful Amanda Warren.”
The blood in my veins felt as if it had turned to ice. I bit my lip. “What do you mean?”
“Amanda is not the person you think she is, Gracie,” Dane said. “She’s not a saint. She’s not a reformed asshole. She’s still just an asshole—maybe worse, given she’s using your memory gaps to rewrite the past. You didn’t end things the way she told you.”
I blinked at Dane, the raw honesty in his voice cutting through me. He sighed, likely seeing the stricken expression on my face.
“Tell me,” I said softly, my heart thumping painfully in my chest.
“Ah, fuck,” Dane said softly, shaking his head. “It was bad, Gracie. Like, really bad. Amanda was sick—is sick—and while you were cheating on me with her, she had also wedged herself into my life. She was sleeping with me, too.”
His words hit me like a freight train, cold as an ice bucket dumped over my head. They rang in my ears as the room tilted, and my breath caught in my throat, nearly choking me.
“What?” I whispered, barely able to form the word.
“Yep,” Dane muttered, leaning back into the sofa and shaking his head. “Ironically, you’d come over to end things with me, and you found us—in my bed. At first, I thought you were screaming and crying because I’d slept with your friend. Then I realized it was because the two of you were…” He rubbed his eyes and sighed. “It was a real mess, Gracie.”
“What the actual fuck?” I whimpered, my mind reeling as my chest constricted. “This is not real. It can’t be right.”
“She played both of us, Gracie,” Dane said softly, his voice filled with pity as he watched me spiral. “It was like some sort of sick game for her, and everything just came out at once. There was so much screaming and crying… and then you just disappeared. Deleted me from your socials, moved out of your home. It was like you vanished off the face of the earth.”
I choked on a cry, feeling the weight of all the lies, the betrayal… the pain. “Why… why would she lie about all that?”
“Because she’s not a good person, Gracie,” Dane said bluntly. “She’s manipulative and can’t stand not having control. You can’t trust her, and you can’t let her come in and tear down your life just because she’s a warm, fuzzy memory that’s been protected.”
Tears burned in my eyes as his words settled over me. I trembled, unable to process all the information. “Why are you telling me this now?”
Dane’s expression softened as he leaned forward on his elbows. “Gracie, I have nothing to gain from telling you this. I’m not here to try and get you back, like your crazy mother is so determined to have happen. I’m not here to try and fuck up your life. But I can’t—and won’t—sit by and watch as Amanda Warren uses your memory loss as a way back into your life. I couldn’t sit back and let it happen.”
“Have you spoken to Dane yet?”
I blinked, those words echoing in my ears—the shift in Amanda’s expression when I told her I hadn’t. She had checked before she lied, tested to see if she could play puppeteer with the holes in my memory. I buried my face in my hands, the realization sinking in that Amanda was still the same toxic manipulator she had been all those years ago. Time hadn’t changed her; she hadn’t grown up or gained perspective.
Dane was right—she was sick, and I had allowed her reentry into my life to fill me with doubts that had ultimately pulled me away from trying to remember anything about Ashley.
Ashley, who was… so good. Too good for me.
“I can’t believe this,” I whispered as I wiped my eyes. “I can’t believe I didn’t see it.”
“She’s good at what she does, Gracie. You deserve better. Close that door and don’t reopen it, whatever you do.”
“Thank you,” I said pathetically. “For telling me… all that. And I—Dane… I really am sorry for all of it.”
Dane smiled weakly as he got to his feet. “Come on, I wasn’t an innocent party in all this either,” he said with a shrug. “We both messed up. Just be careful who you trust, okay? The Amanda Warrens of the world are always lurking, waiting to try and get a piece of you. You’re successful and on the path to being mega famous. Trust no one.” He paused for a moment before he said, “except maybe that Ashley of yours. She seems like an exception.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak, and after a few exchanged goodbyes—and holding back tears on my end—Dane left. The quiet of the apartment suddenly became suffocating, filled with these truths that now stared at me and mocked me as I tried to reconcile them, leaving me flailing under the crushing weight of reality.



CHAPTER 25

Ashley

Right Now
Ifinished my final set and let the weight slam onto the rack with a loud clang—something I often told others not to do, but tonight I couldn’t care less. The sound reverberated through the empty gym, and I closed my eyes briefly, noting the shake in my arms and the trembling in my legs. The dull ache slowly spreading through my muscles still wasn’t enough to quiet my mind, but it was better than nothing.
At least it gave me something else to focus on.
I scooped up my towel and wiped my face, sweat dripping down my back and stinging my eyes. Sniffing, I dropped the towel and made my way to the treadmill. Clearing my throat, I climbed on, hitting a few buttons to set it up. Then I was running—the speed increasing until I was sprinting, my feet pounding loudly against the belt and echoing through the long-abandoned building.
The silence felt louder tonight, as if working double time to amplify the turmoil inside me. I gritted my teeth and ran harder. Each step became a pathetic, futile attempt to outrun the last few weeks, and more significantly, that anniversary party. Outrun Dane, Amanda, Gracie’s words in the study.
I nearly tripped at the memory and clutched the sides of the treadmill, hitting the emergency stop. Sweat dripped from my skin, tiny droplets splashing onto the running belt as it slowed to a stop. My heart hammered in my chest, and I blinked, sucking in lungfuls of air before rising fully.
“Ash?”
Camila’s familiar voice echoed across the gym as I stepped off the treadmill. I looked up and saw her approaching, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. Her short pixie cut was a little messy—not as well styled as she usually kept it.
“You don’t look like you’re here for a workout,” I said, my voice hoarse. I scooped up my water bottle, drinking deeply while my lungs burned for oxygen.
“Yeah…” she said with an awkward laugh, taking a seat at the bench press. “I heard about all of it,” she started with a sigh. “Lennon filled me in… after Kat filled her in. Are you—well, obviously you aren’t okay. I just wanted you to know I’m here for you, okay? No matter what happens from here. Please remember you aren’t alone.”
I squeezed the towel in my hand and pressed my lips together in a vain attempt to keep my emotions at bay. “I’m actually totally fine,” I lied, the words sounding so forced that even I cringed.
“Sure,” Camila said, crossing her arms and raising a brow. “I mean, of course you are. You’re at the gym at midnight, training for some sort of apocalyptic event—just based on looking at you.”
I took another long sip of water as my heart began to slow, trying to ignore her gentle prodding. I knew she meant well, but right now… I was not feeling like a reasonable human being.
“Look, I’m not here to push you or make you open up,” Camila said gently, a sad smile on her face. “I know what that shit is like. I just wanted to offer myself as someone outside of all this—to let you know you can talk about it if you want to, okay? Otherwise, you know, you can keep running half-marathons if that works better for you.”
I let out a small laugh, despite myself, and sighed, looking at Camila. “I don’t know where to start anymore. Gracie’s asked for a break. She wants to be alone. She’s been in touch with both of her exes, and then she suddenly wants to press pause on our life—on trying to remember it. So—yeah, I don’t know what I’m meant to think here.”
Camila winced and nodded. “Yeah, Lennon told me that. That’s messed up—I get why you’re in knots. I mean, none of this has been easy on either of you. Do you think maybe some space could help? Just like a little time-out?”
I shrugged and scoffed. “I mean, sure. She should definitely take a time-out and see her exes if that’s what she wants. Yeah.”
“Ash,” Camila murmured. “Come on—”
“I feel like I’ve been put through the wringer, Cam,” I cried suddenly, my already unstable emotions boiling over. “I feel like I got sucker-punched when I found the messages from Amanda—this elusive Amanda that Gracie woke up asking for—and then I found her alone with Dane. She went from taking an active interest in remembering us to drawing back completely, all within the space of twenty-four hours.”
I sniffed and rubbed my eyes, scooping up my towel once more.
“You know I gave it everything. I was patient and solid. I was there for her no matter—no matter what,” I cried before growling. “I am so done with crying. I can’t keep losing my shit—I am tired. Oh God, I am so fucking tired, Cam. I don’t even feel like myself anymore. I just feel like this hollowed-out version of myself, and it sucks, okay? I hate it!”
Camila got to her feet and dragged me into her arms, sweat and all. The tears fell freely as she held me, and I cried into her shoulder. The heartbreak I’d been bathing in on my own suddenly became something I could share. I clutched my friend for dear life, as if, in this moment, she might just be the only person holding me here.
“If G-Gracie hasn’t remembered me by now… after everything… maybe there’s nothing here worth remembering.” The words fell from my lips, a parroted version of what Laura had spat at me in the kitchen—something I was fast coming to believe as fact.
Maybe we had just never been meant to be.
“That’s bullshit and you know it,” Camila said tersely, holding on to me. “Don’t go around spouting shit, Ash. You’ve never done it before, so don’t start now, okay? Just because Gracie’s brain has fucked her over doesn’t make anything you two had any less real, okay? It was real, and it’s important—and one day you two are going to find each other again because you’re meant to fucking be. Okay?”
“What am I supposed to do now?” I rasped pathetically.
“Feel everything you need to feel,” Camila said gently. “Then one day, you’re going to wake up and realize it all hurts a lot less.” She gave my arm a soft squeeze. “You have to give it some time now. Let her figure it out on her own. You can’t force her to remember or feel something she isn’t ready for. She needs to be ready for it, Ash, and maybe some space will help that. It might relieve the pressure of it all.”
I nodded, but her words didn’t ease the ache in my chest. Clearing my throat, I pulled back from her, wiping my eyes and shaking my head. “The crying has got to stop,” I said firmly. “I hate it. Not a fan.”
“Ah, well, it is something us mere mortals do on a semi-regular basis,” Camila teased, smirking as she crossed her arms. “Shit’s messy, Ash, and it might be messy for a while. You can handle it. And if Gracie is worth it—and I know she is—you’ll find a way to get through it. I know you will.”
I nodded again, her words hitting me harder than expected, and I took a calming breath.
“Okay, that’s all the therapy I have time for,” Camila said, clapping her hands. “Now, go home, get some sleep, and stop trying to outrun your feelings, okay?”

Bailey followed happily behind me as we made our way upstairs to the main bedroom, his tail wagging enthusiastically like it was the best thing he’d done all day. He was completely oblivious to how his home was falling apart around him. Maybe that was for the best—he got to exist in the moment, untouched by the heartbreaks of humanity. A small part of me envied him for that.
“Okay, little guy, give me a minute,” I said as I entered the bathroom. Stripping out of my gym clothes, I headed straight for the shower, switching the water on to scalding and stepping right in. A grateful moan escaped my lips as the hot water hit my skin.
I focused on washing, refusing to think about anything else as I scrubbed the remnants of my excessive workout from my body. Then I stood under the spray longer than necessary, wishing the water could rinse all of this away. Wishing it was just some nightmare, and that when I walked out of the bathroom, I would find Gracie in our bed, launching an offensive haiku at me or gushing about how cute Bailey was.
By the time I stepped out of the bathroom, dressed and ready for bed, I found Bailey waiting loyally, his big brown eyes watching me as I exited.
“You are a stage-five clinger,” I said seriously, shaking my head. I leaned down to rub his floppy ears. His tail wagged harder, his entire body wiggling in response. I snorted at him. “At least you’ll never ask to take a break,” I muttered. My lame attempt at humor fell flat, even for me.
The bed loomed before me, its soft white duvet neatly tucked and undisturbed. I hadn’t slept in it since Gracie left. The cleaner had been in since then and had likely remade it with fresh linens. Well, I was done sleeping in the guest room—this was the comfiest bed in the house, and I was going to use it.
The moment I climbed under the soft covers, I let out an audible sigh, allowing the mattress to cradle me. My back cracked loudly as I stretched out, and for the first time in weeks, I felt a flicker of genuine comfort. I rubbed my head and glanced at Bailey on the floor. He continued to stare at me.
“Come on, buddy,” I said, softly tapping the spot next to me. “Come on, up you come.”
There was only a moment’s hesitation before he launched himself onto the bed, circling a few times before landing heavily beside me, his head resting on my leg. I buried my fingers into his soft fur, scratching behind his ears. He let out a satisfied grunt as I did so.
“Remember when your crazy mama brought you home, buddy?” I murmured. Bailey let out a soft huff, as if in answer—or maybe he just wanted to go to sleep and didn’t want to listen to me. “You’d think we were prepping for an actual baby with how she went about it,” I continued, a smile tugging at my lips. “The amount of puppy-proofing, diet research, and finding the right breeder was like looking for the perfect date.”
A laugh escaped me, unbidden at the memory. I could picture her now, sitting in this very bed, surrounded by a dozen brightly colored brochures, her lip caught between her teeth in intense concentration as she researched the benefits of a raw diet. The phrase “pupternity leave” had even left her lips at one point, and I shook my head at the thought.
The memory tightened my throat and stung my eyes. I swallowed against it. “Not tonight,” I whispered, clutching Bailey a little closer. “No more crying.”
I had thought my over the top workout would send me right off to sleep. Bailey’s body heat was comforting, and the bed was bliss, but my eyes remained wide open. Sleep refused to come for me, no matter how much I pleaded for it. Each thought began to bleed into the next, memories and unanswered questions circling my mind like water down a drain.
When I finally checked the time, I sighed. Three in the morning. Enough of this.
I tossed back the covers, and Bailey stirred. His little snores were interrupted as he woke, watching me move. I glanced at him. “Stay in bed, little guy,” I told him softly as I made my way to leave. Of course, he ignored my suggestion, hopping off the bed immediately, his eyes eager, as if he hadn’t just been lost in the abyss of sleep moments ago.
I wandered aimlessly through the home I had bought all those years ago with so much intention behind the purchase—for its future, for my future. I had wanted to protect the history of the home, to bring it into my life, to rebirth and reinvent it rather than let it die. For a moment, I had thought I’d succeeded, that I’d achieved the goal I had set out for.
The photos on the wall caught my eye as I passed them. Pictures of us at concerts, on the beach, on holidays, and at home. We smiled in each one, either together or with our friends—an endless display of happiness. Had we really been happy? I had been. Had she? I wasn’t quite sure anymore.
Eventually, my feet carried me downstairs to the music studio. The moment I pushed the door open, the scent of incense and sunshine greeted me, momentarily freezing me in place. It was all her.
I ventured in, catching sight of the photo-lined walls, the band featured prominently among other artists they admired. Each photo was a moment frozen in time, memorialized here. I blinked at the scattered instruments, each one a piece of Gracie and her endless talents.
Would I ever hear music come from this room again? Would I ever sit on those plush couches, watching the band mess around while I drew up new workout plans for the gym?
I tapped a drum lightly as a joke. The sound broke the silence, causing Bailey to give a little yip of surprise—he’d been sniffing around the drum when I tapped it. Now he looked at the object as if it had mortally offended him. I snorted and picked up a tambourine that rested on a mic stand, giving it a jingle. The streamers Gracie had attached to it tickled my arm.
As I turned toward the piano, my foot caught on the edge of the bench, and I stumbled heavily. The tambourine went flying as I hit the floor with a grunt, the corner of the bench catching me in the stomach on the way down. Bailey yelped in fright, darting out of the way as the bench came apart, the seat landing beside me on the ground.
“Shit!” I groaned, rubbing my stomach as I glared at the bench—before noticing what had spilled out of it. Sheet music littered the floor—a lot of it—along with some music books. But what really caught my attention were the four burgundy journals embossed with white designs. I sucked in a breath, reaching for one and running my hand along the front cover.
These were Gracie’s—I knew they were hers because I had only ever seen them once before, on moving day. She had told me never to open them, that they were private. They were mostly filled with song ideas, thoughts, and aspirations, but likely more personal things as well. Things she wanted for herself. I had respected that.
I wouldn’t want anyone pilfering through my thoughts, if I were ever silly enough to write them down.
I sat there for a moment, debating. The year written in the top corner was 2018. I closed my eyes and held the journal to my chest before taking a shaky breath and grabbing the rest: 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022… Where were the others? Had she moved on and forgotten she stored these here? It didn’t matter. Was I in there? Was our story in there?
Bailey let out a small growl beside me, as if he knew the boundary I so desperately wanted to cross and was trying to warn me against it. The journals sat heavy in my lap, my heart racing as they seemed to pulse with the weight of their contents—how many lost years these unassuming books represented, the memories they held. Memories I could never give her.
I ran a finger down the edge of the nearest journal, temptation clawing its way into me. Bailey let out a little grunt, his head cocking as if he knew my thought process, his eyes sharp.
“I know,” I sighed, setting them aside and pursing my lips as I held his gaze. “I know.”
I stood and rubbed my stomach once more, glaring at the knocked-over bench. Then I set the journals on top of the piano before bending down to pick up the scattered sheet music and songbooks. I tried to ignore the scrawl of her handwriting and the faint ache it brought to my chest as I set the bench upright with one hand, jamming the items back in and placing the seat back on top.
How did I not know that bench could store stuff?
I grabbed the journals again and bit my lip. I decided this would be it—my last act of hope, or desperation, maybe both. If Gracie wanted to understand herself, her life, she could read her own words about it. Maybe it would spark something that was missing. And even if her memories were gone for good, maybe it would push her to try to hold on to our life.
As I left the studio and made my way back to the main part of the house, a new sense of resolve washed over me. Even though the house felt as oppressively still as it had moments ago, there was now a faint buzz in the air. The hope that had been squashed and snuffed out was slowly flickering back to life again.
Maybe these journals would be the bridge we needed—or maybe they would be the end. But no one could ever say I didn’t try hard enough, fight hard enough, for her.
Bailey nuzzled my leg as I headed for the stairs, his wet nose grounding my furiously beating heart as the weight of the moment rested on my shoulders. Whatever happened next was all on her. And then, maybe—just maybe—I’d be able to breathe again.



CHAPTER 26

Gracie

Right Now
Something felt wrong.
All day, it had felt as if I were walking through a haze, moving on autopilot but not actually present. It was like watching myself, as if I were floating a few inches outside my body. I told myself it was likely just hormones—according to my bossy health app, I was due for my period, so that was probably throwing things out of whack.
But this fog felt different.
It wasn’t the same feeling I’d had since the accident—it was something else. I couldn’t explain it. My ears were ringing, my head pounding, and I wondered if I was getting sick.
I glanced at my phone, noting two new notifications from Amanda, both as unread as the last. Dane’s words had been running through my head at a mile a minute. When I sat Kat down and told her everything, she had looked horrified, in complete disbelief.
“That’s some wild shit,” she had gasped. “The kind of shit you read in those girl groups online, you know? Like, OMG, my mom is sleeping with my boyfriend kind of shit.”
I could see why I had buried it, why I’d never talked about it. It was messed up, humiliating, and there was an overshadowing sense of rage and embarrassment over how Amanda had played me like that. She had played Dane too, pitting us against each other.
Who did that? And who used the holes in someone’s memory to try to rewrite history?
It sickened me.
Three taps. That’s all it took to open the app and block and delete her.
The door clicked open, pulling me from my thoughts. Kat breezed in with a tote bag slung over her shoulder, an iced coffee in one hand and a smoothie in the other.
“Hey, hey!” she greeted brightly as she came over, setting the coffee down in front of me. “That is for you! I also went to the house and grabbed some stuff for you while I was out.”
My stomach fluttered with nerves as I sat up straighter. “Thanks, um…did you see—did you see her? How is she?”
Kat’s expression softened as she took a seat, setting the tote bag beside her. “No, I didn’t see her, G. She wasn’t there. She did leave something for you, though… You—you remember how Todd and I told you to find your journals and read them?”
“Yeah?” I asked, frowning.
“Well…it looks like Ash found them,” Kat murmured, digging into the tote and retrieving five burgundy-red books, all embossed with the same white design. My heart stuttered because I recognized that color and print—I had embossed them myself. The scrawl of my name on each one, followed by a year, made my heart skip a beat. My hands trembled as I reached out and grabbed the one labeled 2018.
“My journals…I—I remember this one…I spilled coffee on the front of it on January 1…” I let out a laugh as I flipped it open, pointing to the coffee stain. “See?”
Kat smiled, her eyes dancing. “Well, she left a note with them. Just that they were yours and that you should read them. She underlined twice that she hadn’t opened them—which is good of her because I definitely took a peek.”
“Kat!” I gasped, slapping her leg and rolling my eyes at her wide grin.
“What? I’m a nosy bitch.” Kat grinned and nodded toward the journals. “I’d be reading those if I were you. They might have some answers you really need right now. I’m heading out for a few hours—I have a lunch date.”
“Another date?” I teased with a grin. “Same person?”
“Mind your own,” she said good-naturedly, flicking her hair.
“Says the girl who just admitted to reading my journals.”
“Tomato, potato,” she said with a shrug, getting to her feet. “Should we get some dinner tonight? I’m thinking Thai.”
“Sure,” I murmured with a smile. “Sounds good. Enjoy your lunch date.”
Kat mimicked me before preening quickly in front of the mirror, telling me she’d see me later, then dashed out of the apartment, off on whatever adventure she was going on. I’d noticed she wasn’t actually here very often—always out doing things, seeing people, living her life as colorfully as possible.
Could I do that?
My eyes moved back to the journals, and my heart fluttered with a sense of eagerness as I whipped one open. I knew it would be filled with the usual: thoughts, feelings, lyrics, and ideas—my brain on paper. Did I still journal now? I frowned, realizing the latest book only went up to 2022.
Were there more after that?
I groaned at myself, realizing I hadn’t dated anything—I never did. My thoughts were often too sporadic to keep track of dated entries. But it was fine. They were sorted by year, and I was sure the further I got into them, the more sense it would all make—the more time would have passed. My memory right now was supposed to be from around January 2018… so maybe a quarter of the way in would catch me up to what happened next.
I scrambled through the pages, stopping on one scrawled in red ink. My messy handwriting stood out, surrounded by small doodles—likely added when I got fed up with writing, and my mind wandered.
I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up… being with Amanda and being with Dane. Some days I wake up and can’t breathe. There’s something about her that wakes me up. Like I’ve been sleepwalking all this time, and suddenly she snapped her fingers, and I’m here. Present.
Dane’s never made me feel like that.
So why am I holding onto him like a security blanket? Every time he calls me “baby” or tries to kiss me, I want to scream, and it’s not his fault. It’s not fair to him.
But then if I dump him, Mom will start asking questions. What am I supposed to tell her?
That I was a shit human being? That I was pretty certain I was into girls and had more mind-blowing orgasms with Amanda in one hour than Dane had ever given me in our entire relationship?
All I’m doing is lying. Just constant lies. Amanda’s telling me not to feel bad, that Dane just doesn’t get me the way she does…but I’m just too scared to end it.
Because ending it means having to admit the truth.
I blinked as the entry died off, morphing into a giant flower of a drooping rose. I sighed, the memories feeling very real to me. I could remember all of it—all the guilt I felt and the pressure to keep it hidden from my insane, image-obsessed mother.
Those memories felt as real to me as if they had happened yesterday.
I sighed again and flipped forward another ten pages, landing on one where the writing was thicker, the pen nearly pressed through the page. I blinked at it, wondering what month I was in. Were we still in January?
Why do I like her?
She’s just so mean sometimes. Then she tells me I’m too sensitive and can’t take a joke, but it doesn’t feel like a joke! Not when she calls me “safe” and “boring.” Not when she picks at my clothes or my hair or my taste in music, making fun of me in front of her friends. And she won’t shut up about Dane. She calls him useless and stupid all the time for not figuring out yet that I’m cheating on him.
She’s created this world in her head where we live, and if I stray from it, she just loses it. She always tells me what to wear, what to listen to, or how I should act.
Does she want to be with me or someone else?
Why do I keep letting her change me?
I frowned and flipped back to the beginning of the journal, my eyes scanning the pages as I noticed a pattern. All the early entries—the ones focused on meeting Amanda, getting to know her, and ultimately being with her—were warm, fuzzy memories that very quickly turned ugly. The red flags started showing up, but I had blatantly refused to acknowledge them.
Had it really taken me walking in on her having sex with Dane to wrap up an obviously toxic relationship?
I flipped through the journal quickly, looking for that one entry. The entry that would tell me what I needed to know. That would confirm Dane’s admission to me. I had to read it—to see it with my own eyes, in my own handwriting—to truly accept that disgusting, humiliating truth.
I can’t think.
I feel…numb. My mind is in a place where even I can’t reach it right now. Everything is out there…in the open. Today did not go how I had planned it to. How I had expected it to.
I had a whole speech—the “it’s not you, it’s me” one—ready to go, to end it with Dane. I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him about Amanda. I was just going to tell him how good he was, how much better he deserved than me…to be with someone who loved him fully.
I was going to set him free.
After I set him free, I would be ending things with Amanda too—that was the plan. It was a good plan. A plan where I could still be a coward, hide my horrible behavior, and end both relationships with as little pain as possible.
For everyone involved.
And I got there.
Amanda was there.
I noticed the writing around her name shook, the lines not as straight as the rest of the text. I held my breath, my eyes scanning the words.
She was in his bed.
My brain didn’t even process it at first. The first thing I heard was moaning and grunting… the bed creaking. And then I saw it. Dane, fucking her, and it was like my chest collapsed in on itself. She—she didn’t even look surprised. Dane just threw himself off the bed and started crying, telling me it wasn’t what it looked like.
I can’t—I can’t even be mad at him.
I was literally doing the same shit he was.
Amanda looked… happy? I can’t even explain it.
So much screaming. I can’t even remember what I said. What he said. What she said. So much shouting and accusations, and Amanda… snide little asshole comments slicing me like knives.
You were never going to leave him. This is me helping.
Grow up and pick a side for once.
And Dane… realizing we knew each other…
I noticed a water stain, round and fat, like a teardrop. My chest ached as I brushed the page, guilt consuming me as I read. A shiver rushed through me.
Who am I?
Am I really someone who makes the safe choice? Who can’t make a simple decision? Who just floats through life waiting to be told what to do?
I left.
Mom was on my back the moment I got in the door, screaming at me for missing church, then telling me she had booked an appointment to relax my curls. Then she started on me about the music, and I just… lost it. I told her to back off—for the first time in my life.
I told her she doesn’t get to control me anymore. Doesn’t get to force me into this polished, obedient life. She started screaming.
I don’t care.
I locked my door.
Grabbed a suitcase and the money I had been stashing.
I need to figure out who the fuck I am, and that can’t be done here.
And I’m not writing again until I know who that person is.

Two hours later, my eyes were burning, desperate for reprieve, but I couldn’t stop reading. The journals were sprawled around me haphazardly as I flicked through each page, reliving the life I had forgotten. The entries painted a picture so vivid that it felt as if I were watching a movie.
I could see myself in the words, the image I had painted: the girl who despised her job at a crappy restaurant where the air conditioner barely worked and who left every shift smelling like deep fryer oil. These entries were filled with resentment and grief—the kind that only comes from knowing there is more out there but feeling held back by circumstance.
There was, however, an underlying sense of accomplishment. I was proud of myself for doing what I had set out to do—making my own money and housing myself. I snorted with laughter at the description of my first apartment.
The loud, overbearing roommate who had a snow globe obsession and had to have her TV blasting at all hours, who hoarded takeout containers as if they were trophies of meals eaten. I read that I had found her on Craigslist the same day I moved out of my parents’ house. Clearly, I had been so desperate for immediate shelter that I took the first bed I could find.
The floors creak constantly, like one wrong step and you might fall through. The damn shower works when it feels like it. It’s usually broken once she’s been in there—what could she even be doing?
It sounded miserable, but there was weight in those moments, the words immortalized on the page—the way those experiences had shaped me. Living with my parents in that too-big mansion would never have taught me those lessons.
The drudgery was both hilarious and depressing, but then came the sudden spark that hit the page—the band.
My tears started again as I read the entries detailing how I met Kat and Todd. Kat and I had clicked immediately, but Todd had bothered me at first. I thought he was a know-it-all who talked too much, giving opinions on things he didn’t understand. Then one night, when we were all on a closing shift together, I started singing You’re Enough by Sleeping at Last. Kat had joined in, and slowly, so had Todd.
Joy filled me. We had clicked and began bonding over our mutual disdain for the restaurant and our shared love of music. Kat had eventually forced us into a music store, sat us each in front of an instrument we claimed to play, and we had our first jam session together. It felt like coming home.
So many entries detailed moments—big moments. Quitting the restaurant together and deciding to take the band seriously. Our first gig was at a college frat house where Todd had overindulged in drinks and couldn’t play, Kat was battling a stomach flu, and my guitar string snapped mid-performance. It was terrifying to sing into a microphone that crackled with static while my shaking hands strummed a guitar missing a string.
But then the crowd clapped—albeit drunk out of their minds—and everything just clicked into place.
Pages and pages of joy.
Booking The Halfway, the endless rehearsals, and auditions—we had worked our asses off to secure it as a permanent spot for ourselves. I remember none of it, and yet the words I had written detailed it so vividly that I felt like I could. I cried with happiness, feeling my elation leaping off the pages.
I could sense the shift in each entry—how the somber tones laced with guilt and regret had morphed into something pure: joy and zest for life. Somehow, along the way, I had found myself and discovered how to enjoy life, even when it was hard or didn’t make sense.
As I flipped to the next page, my breath caught, my heart faltered, and my eyes zeroed in on the first sentence.
Some pervy girl tried to kiss me at The Halfway tonight. I threw my drink at her—I was just so mad. If it’s not seedy guys hitting on me, it’s the girls. I’m so over it. Whatever happened to speaking to someone respectfully?
Is romance dead?
I swallowed the lump in my throat, knowing enough about this story from the memories I had been force-fed over the last couple of weeks to realize this was it.
The beginning of me and Ashley.
I won that fitness thing I randomly signed up for when I felt bad about myself after too many margaritas. Morgan Fitness. And Jesus, you would not believe who was standing there when I rocked up for my first session.
The girl from The Halfway, who I now know is called Ashley AND she owns the damn place. Why, why, why does she have to be so fucking hot? I mean, look, I almost left, but then she gave me this really humbling apology, like she actually meant it, and her shorts really clung to her ass in a very distracting way…
Anyway, now I’m exercising at her gym, and she is going to be my trainer every week for the next year.
I mean, she’s good at what she does, and she’s clearly passionate about it. She definitely looks like the kind of girl who would have made my life hell in high school, but if I’ve learned anything over these last twelve months, it’s not to judge anyone by their appearance.
And she seems nice.
She definitely looks nice.
Jesus, I’m so horny.
I snorted at myself, the laugh leaving me and echoing around the room as I read over the words. I had been hot for her from the moment I met her. My eyes widened at one sentence further down the page.
Forget all of that. Ashley Morgan can eat one.
“What the fuck happened?” I asked aloud, genuine curiosity tinging my voice. That was an unexpected plot twist.
My eyes strained as the words began to blur, my neck aching from sitting in the same position, but I was enthralled—unable to stop even if I wanted to. Ashley had made another stupid comment. That’s why I had been mad. Right after I found her mid-panic attack in the training room. She had then slid into my DMs with some apology, one I had left on read—until I saw her at The Halfway again, when she stepped in as a guy got too handsy.
I think she might have killed him.
God, I hoped not.
I could feel the admiration for her pouring off the page as I recounted it—the rush I’d felt when I heard her voice, telling the guy to back off, and the way she had taken him down when he hadn’t listened, knocking him out without so much as breaking a sweat.
It was hot, but I always had a hero complex.
I had played games, tricking her into a hike at Runyon Canyon, only to stack it and hurt my ankle. She had carried me all the way back to the entry and then proceeded to look after my foot. I had worked up the courage to invite her to a gig, and I could feel the desire in my words—the need to know her—building with each page.
The pages quickly became more than just words—no, they were becoming feelings. That initial lust and intrigue were clear as day. I stumbled across the entry written after the first time we’d had sex, and I wasn’t ready for the graphic detail I had gone into. My cheeks burned, and my body felt hot as I read, my breathing uneven at the image I had painted, describing everything from how she touched me to how my body reacted. I blanched at the side note I had written with the entry: that I’d had to pause and take care of myself.
Past me had no chill.
When I read a few more entries and stumbled onto the one about Cabo, my mouth went dry. Ashley had certainly left out these details when she’d talked about it on our date, yet here, in black and white, I had written that no one had ever made me feel more wanted, more alive before. The first time we had used the strap.
I swallowed. Everything was shifting, moving out of lust and sex and into something deeper. I could see myself falling in love with each word I had painstakingly written. I was deeply into this woman—someone I had such profound respect and admiration for. I’d written about how safe I felt in her arms, how she calmed the storm in my mind…
The sound of Kat coming home cut through the quiet, and I squinted as the door opened and a light flicked on, keys jingling as she entered. I frowned.
“Is the lunch date over?” I asked, as if waking from a trance.
“Lunch date—babe? It’s time for dinner. We’re getting Thai, remember?”
Her brows raised as she looked at me, still on the couch, journal in hand. “Have you been reading this entire time I was gone?”
“I—” I paused and glanced at the open journal in my lap, taking stock of how my eyes burned and my head throbbed. “I lost track of time…”
“Damn,” she whispered, walking over slowly. “I mean… how has it been? Is it helping?”
I bit my lip and rubbed my aching eyes. “I mean… it’s my writing. This is my life, and stuff is making sense a bit more. Just… wow. My head is killing me.”
“Yeah, G,” she said with a laugh, a spark in her eye. “You need a meal break. Come on, put it away for now, and let’s go eat. Um… maybe go freshen up, hm? You’re still in your pajamas. The journals aren’t going anywhere, okay? You can head right back down memory lane after we eat.”
My hesitation was cut short by the growling of my stomach, and I sighed. “Okay. Give me five.”

The restaurant buzzed with the low hum of conversation and the energy of people eager to be out for the evening. The clinking of cutlery and glassware filled my ears, grating in a way that irritated me. The shuffling of servers between tables and the occasional knock against my chair added to the sensory overload. That fog had come back again, and I felt as if I were walking through a dense cloud, my thoughts heavy from my indulgence in the journals.
I felt disoriented as I sat there, trying to bring myself back to the reality I lived in. It felt like I was trying to piece together a puzzle that I wasn’t even sure came from the same box.
Suddenly, Kat’s finger tapped the menu in front of me, snapping me out of my daze. I blinked at her. “You okay? You’ve been staring at that menu for, like, five minutes.”
My stomach growled, as if reminding me it was there. “Oh, yeah. Um, I’ll just eat whatever you’re having.”
“Great,” she said with a smile before turning to the server I hadn’t even noticed standing there. “Two pad Thais, extra lime, extra chili for one. Thank you.” She handed back both menus and turned to me, propping her chin on her hand with a frown. “You look like death, like you haven’t slept for days. You sure you’re okay?”
I shrugged and rubbed my throbbing temples. “I feel like I haven’t. My brain hasn’t stopped since…” I trailed off, losing my words as I vaguely motioned around me, unsure where I was even going with that sentence.
Kat frowned but didn’t push, which was a relief. Instead, she relaxed, leaning back in her chair, and began talking about the guy she’d had lunch with today—someone who could apparently do a backflip on command. I guessed the bar was low when dating men, but apparently, it was something to be proud of.
My thoughts drifted. I wasn’t focusing on much and yet seemed to be focusing on everything at the same time. My eyes wandered around the restaurant, ignoring the patrons as I took in the warm wooden accents, the soft lighting, and the red tablecloths.
This place… I thought tiredly. Did I know this place? I let my fingers dance against the tabletop as my eyes landed on a couple seated by the window. The man leaned in and whispered something, brushing his fingers along the woman’s arm. She laughed coyly, her head tilted back with well-practiced delight, and something deep inside me tugged.
“Hey,” I interrupted Kat mid-sentence. “Have we ever been here before, or is this place new?”
Kat blinked at me, caught off guard by my sudden question. “Oh, um, yeah. You and Ashley came here a lot. You got us all hooked, but it was yours and Ash’s place first.”
The fog in my mind only seemed to build at her words, and my chest suddenly felt heavy, as if I couldn’t draw a full breath.
“You all right?” Kat asked softly, her eyes narrowing with concern.
“Yeah,” I said with a quick nod, my stomach turning. “Just a bad headache, that’s all.”
She didn’t look convinced, pushing a glass of water toward me and telling me to drink. Before I could reach for it, the music in the restaurant shifted, and I paused. A soft, instantly recognizable song filled the air.
I Got You Babe.
The opening chords did something to my body I couldn’t explain. My knee jerked under the table, and then a sudden, sharp flash slammed into my mind.
A stage. Bright, hot lights bearing down on me, burning my skin. Sweat on my forehead. My hand gripping a tambourine as Kat and I sang together.
The image disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, and I gasped, clutching the edge of the table, my knuckles white from the death grip.
“Gracie?” Kat’s voice felt distant, as if she were calling my name from far away.
The smell of leather. A car. Something hard jolting me. The sensation of flying, and a scream ripping through the air, tearing the sky in two.
Then I was back at the table, my breaths shallow, a cold sweat on my forehead. The restaurant seemed to spin around me. The world felt muffled and distorted, and I couldn’t breathe. I thought I was going to be sick.
Kat’s hand was on my arm, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. My hands trembled, and the nausea grew unbearable. I needed a bathroom.
I stood so abruptly that my chair scraped loudly across the floor, my body knocking the table and sending the glass of water toppling over. Kat scrambled to catch it. The room tilted as I stumbled forward, my vision tunneling and my heart pounding so fast I thought it might tear out of my chest.
Sonny and Cher’s voices danced through my ears, and I closed my eyes, gasping.
I stumbled forward just as a waiter carrying a tray of drinks appeared. Neither of us saw the other, and when our bodies clipped, the tray went crashing down, glasses shattering around us.
“Gracie!” Kat’s voice was sharp with alarm.
My foot slipped before I could react, and I was falling, unable to catch myself. The back of my head hit the floor with a thud, and pain exploded behind my eyes. The impact dimmed the world around me, my vision darkening. Somewhere far away, I could hear Kat yelling, but the music seemed to overpower her voice as Sonny and Cher’s sweet promises filled my ears again.
I saw Ashley’s face, her beautiful blue forget me not eyes.
Then everything went black.



CHAPTER 27

Ashley

Right Now
The TV droned softly in the background as I lay stretched out on the couch. I wasn’t actually watching whatever was on—just staring blindly at the flickering bright colors, my mind elsewhere. I curled my toes into my socks and yawned loudly, glancing at Bailey, who was curled up by my feet, snoring softly after having spent the last hour terrorizing the house.
I clutched a cushion to my chest, blinking absently at the TV. The noise wasn’t enough to drown out the crushing silence of the house, which was starting to feel too big. Too empty.
Kat had taken the journals and given them to Gracie, as I’d asked, and I hadn’t dared to check in with her to see if Gracie had actually read them. Instead, I’d decided to freeze myself in time in front of the TV, spiraling deeper into a writhing pool of anxiety as I played out every possible outcome the journals might provoke.
My phone buzzed on the coffee table, startling me enough to jump and knock into Bailey, who whipped his head up with a crazed look in his eyes.
“Sorry, bud,” I muttered, leaning over to grab the phone. A yawn escaped my lips as I expected to see another notification from an app I’d forgotten to turn off or a calendar reminder for some big meeting I’d overlooked—a common occurrence these days.
I frowned at the sight of a missed call from Kat. The phone hadn’t even rung. My eyes moved to the corner of the screen, and I glared, realizing my “Do Not Disturb” mode had been turned on—a timed setting I’d completely forgotten about. Frantically, I switched it off and sat up, my mouth dry as I quickly called Kat back.
She answered on the first ring.
“Ash?”
“Kat?” I said at the same time, my brow furrowing at the panic in her voice. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s Gracie—Ashley, she collapsed. I’m following an ambulance to the hospital.”
Time seemed to stop, and even Bailey sat up, as if sensing the shift in my energy. My grip on the phone became almost too tight.
“What do you mean she collapsed?” I asked, my voice breathless.
“We were having dinner, and she started acting weird—and then she just fell. She—she hit her head. Ash, you need to get here. Hart Memorial—that’s where she’s going.”
“Okay—okay!” I said frantically, rising to my feet and immediately heading toward the garage, phone still at my ear as I swiped my keys from the hook. Bailey barked as he ran after me. “Was she conscious? What happened?”
“She wouldn’t wake up,” Kat cried down the line. “They got her in the back of the ambulance, and I haven’t heard anything else.”
“And you told them about her recent head injury?” I asked in a panic as I slipped out the door and got into the car, my hands shaking as I put the phone in its holder. I hit the button to open the garage door while starting the engine.
“Yes,” Kat said quickly. “I told them all of it—they’re fully aware. I even told them to contact Dr. Boyd. I’m pulling into the hospital now. I’ll text you where she is once I know. Hurry.”
The call ended, and only one thought stuck out in a sea of fears and questions: Please be okay.

The moment I burst into the emergency department of Hart Memorial, my eyes frantically searched for Kat, squinting against the brightness of the sterile lights reflecting off the glossy tiles. My heart pounded, the sound of it drowning out the groans and cries of patients and the calls of staff.
My gaze landed on Kat, who was pacing by a far wall, chewing on her thumbnail. Her eyes widened when she saw me.
“Ash!” She looked more frazzled than I had ever seen her—lips thin, a permanent look of concern etched into her brow.
That look on her face only served to strike more fear into my heart.
“Where is she?” I demanded, crossing the room and dodging outstretched legs and kids sitting on the floor. “Is she okay? What happened?”
Kat shook her head, her hands coming up defensively. “They took her in,” she said, her voice trembling. “They’re checking her out, but it’s busy tonight, and I haven’t had any updates. We have to wait—that’s all I’ve been told.”
“Wait?” I echoed in disbelief, my voice rising a pitch and drawing a few glances. “That’s bullshit. She had an almost fatal head injury less than two months ago. She’s two and a bit weeks out of a coma—and we have to wait?”
Kat’s eyes darted toward the nurse at the desk, who had already begun glancing our way, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Ash,” Kat said quickly, looking back at me. “Breathe—don’t lose your shit and get kicked out of here. That won’t help anyone. Just—sit. Come on, sit.”
She dragged me down into a chair, and I ran my hands through my hair. My eyes burned, but I refused to cry here. There would be no breaking down, no losing it. Gracie needed me, and I would be here.
“Todd!” Kat called, and I looked up, spotting him as he entered the room. His eyes were wild as he spotted us.
“Is she all right?” he asked immediately, his gaze jumping between the two of us as he approached.
“We don’t know anything yet,” I answered thickly. “We’re just waiting.”
“Jesus,” he groaned, running a hand down his face. “I’m having goddamn déjà vu—what happened?”
“Miss Starre’s family?” a nurse spoke just as Kat had gone to respond to Todd. We all turned to look at her, nodding. “Come with me. We have a family waiting area. Miss Starre is being moved to a room. Dr. Boyd will complete a consult once she’s settled, and then someone will come get you to see her.”
Her words blurred together as we followed her blindly through a set of doors, shutting out the noise of the emergency room behind us.
“Is she okay?” I asked, my tongue heavy in my mouth.
“We suspect a mild concussion,” the nurse said as we walked down a corridor. She stopped in a doorway and gestured for us to enter.
The room was small but had nicer seating and a coffee station tucked in the corner. A handful of other people sat in the room, each anxiously waiting for news about their own loved ones.
“We’ll know more once Dr. Boyd completes his check on her,” the nurse said with a sympathetic smile. “He came as soon as we called him. Her file is… extensive. Please wait here, and someone will be with you soon, okay?”
“Thank you,” Kat murmured. The nurse left the room with brisk steps.
“Okay, so,” Kat began, rubbing her temples as she looked at us. “We were at Ratchada for some dinner. Gracie had been acting weird since we left the house, and I thought it was just because she’d been reading all day—like, literally all day.”
My heart skipped a beat. “Reading?” I whispered. “As in… the journals?”
Kat nodded, and I sucked in a breath. “She said she couldn’t stop—that she was so deep into them. I mean, I left at lunch, and when I came back, she was still in the same spot I left her. I don’t even know if she ate anything today.”
“Knowing Gracie, probably not,” Todd mumbled with a fond shake of his head. “You know what she’s like when she fixates.”
I closed my eyes for a moment, still processing the fact that she had been reading the journals, reliving the memories she had written.
“I mean, she was acting off, but not enough for me to be concerned,” Kat said with a shrug. “We ordered our dinner, and then she started acting, like, really weird. She just froze up all of a sudden. I’ve seen corpses with more relaxed muscles—she went as stiff as a board. I was calling her name and nudging her foot under the table, but she wouldn’t answer. It felt like she was there but not there—you know?”
“Like super zoned out?” Todd asked, frowning.
“Yeah,” Kat said, her eyes narrowing. “I was asking her if she was okay, and she mumbled something, but her speech was super slurred—she looked like she’d seen a ghost at one point. Then she went really pale, and honestly, her lips looked a little blue for a second. It was fucking scary. Then, out of nowhere, she just gets up. I don’t know why—maybe she needed the bathroom or something? She hit the waiter, and he was carrying a tray of drinks—everything fell everywhere, and she slipped. She went down hard.”
“Fuck,” Todd muttered, wincing. I tugged at my hair, anxiety coursing through me.
“I heard the thump,” Kat said, her eyes wide. “She smacked the back of her head—it sounded horrible when she hit the floor. People were calling 911, and she just wasn’t responding. By the time the paramedics arrived, she was still out cold. They didn’t say anything specific, even when I told them about the accident. They just loaded her up and took her.”
I blinked hurriedly and licked my dry lips, trying not to hyperventilate at the image of Gracie lying motionless on the floor, unresponsive. It felt like I was trapped in a cruel replay of one of the worst moments of my life—back in a hospital, waiting for news about someone who meant more to me than life itself.
“Hey, Ash,” Todd murmured, pulling me into a tight hug. “She’s so strong. She’s going to be fine—breathe, okay?”
His words were meant to help, I knew that, but I couldn’t shake the sinking feeling of helplessness that consumed every inch of my body. I was caught again in the same unbearable vortex of waiting. Only this time, it felt worse because I had new thoughts to grapple with—failures. The fact that my love hadn’t been enough to bring her back the first time.
Sometime later, we were all wedged into chairs, sitting in deathly silence as we waited for news. Only the hum of hushed conversations among other people in the room and the occasional ping of the intercom brought me back to reality. The noise was both deafening and distant, pulling me between the edges of reality and a nightmare.
I stared at the clock on the wall. The minute hand inched forward, each tick dragging me further into a pit of dread. It was the same unbearable waiting as before—the same nauseating mix of helplessness and desperation. My body felt wrung out, like a dish towel twisted too many times. I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. The constant cycle of fight or flight emotions was grinding me down, leaving me hollow and frayed at the edges.
A nurse walked by, clutching a device tightly to her chest. For a fleeting moment, I thought she was coming to give us an update—but then she passed without sparing us a glance. I stared after her helplessly, swallowing the strangled sound in my throat, trying not to let it escape and make any noise.
Leaning back in my chair, I breathed deeply through my nose and stared up at the ceiling. This wasn’t fair anymore—how much did one person need to endure? She had been through more than enough. She deserved peace and happiness. While I selfishly wanted to be the person who gave her those things, I knew I would let her go if that was what she truly needed.
I could accept it if she wanted to be alone, if she didn’t want me anymore. Even if it gutted me, I could live with it. What I couldn’t live with was the idea of her having to suffer any more than she already had. The thought of her waking up again in a hospital—alone, disoriented, and confused, having to go through more tests—felt like a knife twisting in my chest.
“She’ll be okay,” Kat murmured beside me, her voice rough and low, as if talking to herself. “You both will be.”
“I just—I just don’t want her to hurt anymore,” I breathed, turning to look at Kat earnestly.
“I know,” she said softly, her expression tender as she patted my hand.
A silence stretched between us, heavy but not uncomfortable. I stared down at my hands, my eyes falling to my engagement ring. I twisted it around my finger, my vision blurring, and I sniffed.
“I can let her go if that’s what she needs,” I said quietly, feeling my heart shatter at my own words. “Just look after her for me.”
Kat shook her head and stared at me with tear-filled eyes. “Uh-uh, babe. She’s coming back to you—I know she will. You guys are magnets. You were made for each other. This shit isn’t over. Your relationship runs on some sort of magic, and that doesn’t just go away. Let me keep believing in that, okay?”
I didn’t have time to answer because the door suddenly opened, and we both looked up. A nurse entered, wearing bright blue scrubs and a tired expression as she scanned the room.
“Ashley Morgan?”
I rose to my feet instantly, my heart in my throat. “That—that’s me.”
“Gracie is awake, and she’s stable,” the nurse said, her tone detached. “She’s asking for you.”
Me?
I glanced down at Kat and Todd, who nodded encouragingly. I could see the apprehension in their eyes mixed with relief—probably the same expression on my own face. I took a deep breath and tried to swallow the urge to be sick, steeling myself as I followed the nurse down the corridor.
Whatever happened next, I had to be ready.
For Gracie.



CHAPTER 28

Gracie

Right Now
The memories were disjointed, I had told Dr. Boyd when he asked his many doctorly questions—questions I was sure were important to him, even if the answers freaked me out. Beneath the throbbing pain blooming at the back of my skull, that flickering sensation of familiarity danced, and my mind felt like an old movie reel sputtering to life.
Ashley was everywhere in my mind—not just the Ashley I had spent these fractured weeks with, but the Ashley I had met at The Halfway, with that confident smirk that had disappeared the moment my drink hit her. The Ashley I had fallen hard for, faster than I had been willing to admit.
I remembered the first time she brought me to our home, nervously rambling about how much work it would take to fix but how much she wanted to share it with me. I remembered the time I tried to cook French toast and nearly set the kitchen on fire. I remembered the first time she told me she loved me—the way her voice softened on the words, her hand trembling slightly.
I remembered the harder things as well: our first fight, which had stemmed from her fear of losing me, and my own fears about how much she meant to me. The tiffs we had about the messes I made or her over the top need to make everything perfect. Those flashes of life were accompanied by a familiar ache, an almost unbearable sense of loss. Memories of her holding me after that first fight, assuring me she wasn’t going anywhere.
I remembered the band, meeting Todd and Kat, and the inner turmoil I had felt when they came into my life and lit that spark. I remembered how it felt to land The Halfway slot and to play music until my heart and soul burned with fire and passion.
Each memory hit me as if it were a drop of water onto parched earth, those tiny splashes making way for so much more.
And these last two weeks crashed on me all at once, as if some veil had been lifted and I could see everything with clarity. My panic and fear at waking up and finding myself engaged. My warped reality upon discovering I was with Ashley and not Amanda. Fury boiled within me for a moment—at Amanda, at how close she had come to being in my life.
And then humiliation. The thought that everyone knew now. Everyone knew what a horrible human being I had been. That shameful, horrible moment in my life was now common knowledge among people I had never wanted to know about it.
The study.
The way Ashley had brokenly pleaded with me, even as I said I needed space. My stomach churned at the memory of her eyes—that broken, faraway look in them. How I had just left her alone in that room. She had fought so hard for me—for us.
And I had kicked her to the curb, too focused on holding onto a past that was both distant and ever present.
It was becoming impossible to make sense of my thoughts, the weight of everything pressing down on me like stone. I had been so lost, so desperate to piece together who I was, that I had hurt the one person who had stood by me through it all. Those anguish-filled blue eyes haunted me, and I hiccupped a sob, burying my face in my hands.
“Shall I go and get Ashley?” Dr. Boyd asked, his voice slightly uncomfortable.
My head whipped up, and I sniffed. “She—she’s here?”
“Of course,” Dr. Boyd said with a small smile. “I haven’t seen a partner that devoted in a really long time. You have a good one there. I’m glad you remember that.”
My chest ached, and more tears fell. “She’s never going to forgive me,” I whispered hoarsely. “How could she? Not after everything I said. Everything I—I did.”
“Don’t catastrophize, Gracie,” Dr. Boyd said calmly, folding his arms. “You’ve been operating under some very extenuating circumstances since your accident. Just give yourself and Ashley the time to process and move past it—and you will move past it. This is nothing but a blip in an otherwise remarkable life. Don’t let dwelling on it overrun your future.”
I nodded weakly, picking at the blanket.
“I’ll be back later to check on you. You’re in here overnight for monitoring,” he said as he began to leave. “I’ll send for Ashley, okay?”
“Okay,” I whimpered, clearing my throat as I looked at him. “Th—thank you. For everything.”
He smiled briefly, the expression reaching his tired eyes. “I’m glad after everything, you get the happy ending, Gracie. Not everyone does.”
A shaky breath escaped me at his words, and my lip quivered as he left. My heart felt as if it were lodged in my throat as I leaned back into the pillows. The desperate need to see Ashley but also to hide from her was so overwhelming it made my head swim. What was I supposed to say to her? How would I ever make it up to her—all the horrible things I’d said and done? My aloofness and my brush-offs of every attempt to help?
I was a monster deep down, and now she knew it.
A shadow in the doorway caught my attention, and I looked up. My breath caught in my throat at the sight of her. Her long blonde hair was messily braided, her eyes red-rimmed and filled with worry, doubt, and regret. She looked perfect to me.
She always did.
“Gracie.”
Her voice broke the silence. She hesitated in the doorway, a look of doubt crossing her face, as if unsure she was welcome. My chest tightened at the sight of her—this beautiful, powerful woman I had always been in awe of, now a smaller version of herself. A shell I had created during my two weeks of torment.
It broke something inside me.
“Ashley,” I croaked, my voice almost inaudible as I heaved a sob. New tears spilled down my cheeks, and I reached out a hand. It trembled—trembled with my own fears and doubts.
She crossed the room instantly, as if placing her hurts—her pain—on a shelf to make room for mine. The overwhelming need to scoop her into my arms and protect her hit me like a ton of bricks.
“Hey,” she murmured in that low, soothing voice I had come to love over the years. “I’m here.”
She took my hand in hers and squeezed it gently, that hesitant look still in her eyes as if she feared I might flip a switch and demand she leave. She looked jittery, even though she was working hard to maintain her cool, calm façade. I knew her better than that, and I cried again at the sight of her, shaking my head as I gripped her arm.
“Oh, baby,” I whimpered weakly. “I remember. I—I remember. Not all of it—it’s bits and pieces—but I remember you. I remember the important stuff. I’m so sorry—oh my God, I’m so sorry for everything.”
Ashley’s face froze for a moment, as if unable to believe what she had just heard. Her lips parted as her eyes widened, a storm of emotions swirling inside those unforgettable blue orbs—shock, disbelief, and the daring chance to hope. Her grip on my hand tightened for a second, like she was checking to see if I was still there. Then her entire face crumpled, sending a sharp stab straight to my chest.
“Y-you…you remember?” Ashley whimpered, her lips curling downward, the weight of her words hanging between us.
My head bobbed frantically as I nodded, new tears spilling over as I clutched at her. “I do. Not everything—not all of it, but enough. I remember enough—enough to know who you are to me. Enough—enough to know how much I’ve hurt you,” I rasped, holding her gaze. “I—I can’t believe the things I said. The things I did. H-how—how I pushed you away. I didn’t mean it—I didn’t mean it, Ash.”
Her breath shook as her free hand reached out, her touch featherlight as she cupped my cheek, as if afraid of making any sudden movements, as if I might disappear. I closed my eyes against her touch for the briefest moment, feeling her thumb trace my lower lip. Then I blinked them open, staring up at her.
“You’re really…you’re really you?” she asked quietly, as if too scared to say it any louder. As if she might jinx it.
“I’m sure,” I said through a sob, my hand moving to cover hers. “I remember you. I have memories of us and our life. It’s all coming back to me.”
Ashley’s knees buckled, as if, after weeks of being fraught with tension, they finally gave out. She sank onto the bed beside me, burying her face in her hands as her shoulders began to shake. My heart fractured into tiny pieces at the sight of her crumbling, and I reached for her, pulling her into my arms and refusing to ever let her go again.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered into her hair, my own tears falling into it. She clung to me as if her life depended on it. “I’m so sorry for everything, baby. I—I didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t know who I was, but I—I should have trusted you.”
Her head remained buried in my neck as she spoke, and I could feel her tears on my skin.
“It wasn’t your fault,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”
“I hurt you.”
Her head moved, and she pulled back slightly, her hands going to my face, cupping my cheeks as she searched my eyes. Her own were filled with tears, which only made her already potent blue eyes sparkle.
“I thought I lost you,” she said, her lips quivering. “I thought I lost us. You kept slipping further and further away from me. I couldn’t reach you.”
“You reached me,” I murmured, holding her wrist. “You reached me, and I’m here.”
For the longest moment, we just held onto each other, everything that had happened since the accident weighing down on us. But it slowly lifted with every tear, every trembled breath we took. Relief consumed me at the feeling of her in my arms—the familiarity, how much like home she was to me.
“I don’t deserve you,” I murmured sadly. “After everything I said and did. After Amanda—”
She pulled back once more and shook her head at me, her finger moving to my lips. “Stop,” she said firmly. “No spiraling. Don’t beat yourself up. We’re going to move forward together, one day at a time, and we will never hold this part of our lives over each other. Okay? We do this next bit together—that’s all I want.”
My eyes fluttered shut as I pressed a kiss to her palm, savoring the feel of her skin against my mouth. That first glimmer of hope dared to break through the fog of guilt and regret.
“I love you,” I said, sniffing. “I love you so much, Ashley, even when I didn’t know it.”
She let out a laugh that was also half a sob. “God, I love you so fucking much it hurts,” she said, pulling me back into her arms. “I’m never letting you go again.”
Before anything else could be said, before any further tears could fall, she leaned forward, her lips brushing mine in a soft, tentative kiss that stilled the world and set my ears ringing. Warm. Familiar. Home.
The kisses we shared before falling asleep, tangled together in bed, as if trying to absorb into one another. The way she kissed my forehead when she thought I was asleep.
I pressed closer, deepening the kiss, needing her to feel everything I couldn’t say—all the apologies that danced on my lips and would likely remain there for a very long time. I cupped her face, my thumbs brushing away tears from her cheeks as our lips moved together. There was no hurry in it, no urgency. It was grounding.
Like the final piece of a puzzle snapping into its rightful place.
Ashley’s forehead rested against mine as she pulled back just slightly, her breaths coming in shallow puffs. Her eyes fluttered open, the raw emotion in them enough to have me trembling, even in this hospital bed.
“I’ve missed you,” she told me softly.
“Me too,” I uttered, my thumb brushing along her cheekbone. “I didn’t know how much until now. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it all right if I have to.”
She laughed softly and shook her head. “Don’t ever live in a moment of guilt, Gracie. I never want you to think like that. This is enough. Having you back is enough—just stay with me. That’s all I need.”
My heart felt as if it grew five sizes in my chest. I pulled her lips back to mine, my hand on her chin as I kissed her slowly, deliberately.
It was a promise, a reminder, and a new beginning all wrapped into one. I could taste the salt that lingered from our tears, but it didn’t matter.
Nothing else mattered but her.



Epilogue

Ashley
The bridal suite was quiet, save for the low tune of Taylor Swift playing from the speaker connected to my phone. The ocean breeze drifted warmly through the cracked windows as I stood before a full-length mirror, smoothing my hands down my strapless gown. My heart thumped in my chest at the sight of it.
At the sight of me—a bride.
My long blonde hair flowed down my back in delicate curls. My makeup was simple and timeless, except for a decadent red lip I hadn’t been able to resist. I felt like a princess as I swished the skirt slightly, my heart beating erratically as this moment etched itself into my memory forever.
“You look amazing,” Hannah said softly as she came to stand beside me, the deep turquoise of her mermaid gown clinging to her and accentuating her proud baby bump. “You know who you look like?”
I quirked a brow and laughed nervously. “Who?”
“Someone Mom and Dad would be so proud of,” she said, a smile tugging at her lips.
Her words hit me like a gentle but unexpected wave, bringing up the emotion I’d been working so hard to hold back all morning.
“Don’t start,” I told her firmly, steeling my chin. “You’ll ruin my makeup.”
Hannah chuckled beside me and turned to face me, her hand resting on her stomach as she regarded me. Her hands moved to my shoulders, and she stared into my soul the way only an older sister could.
“They would be so proud of you, Ash. Of the person you’ve become. I know I am.”
I closed my eyes and let out a shaky breath, throwing my head back and refusing to let the tears fall. “Stop,” I groaned with a laugh.
“You know what I see when I look at you?” Hannah continued, her voice thoughtful, no longer holding its usual edge. “I see calm in a storm. Safety. You’ve always had this silent strength about you, Ash—this commitment to the people in your life. The ability to hold steady no matter what, even if you were falling apart inside. I used to find it annoying,” she admitted with a shrug. “Then I grew envious of it. But now… now I’m just in awe of you.”
I lowered my head to look at her, taking a deep breath as her words hit me. “Hannah—”
“You’re the rock, Ash,” she said, squeezing my shoulders. “You’ve been everyone’s rock, and now, today, you get to have someone who’s your rock too. I’m so proud of you.”
“Jesus,” I groaned, pulling her in for a hug, both of us doing our best not to break completely. It was one of those moments of healing—a salve applied over old wounds we’d carried for years and worked so damn hard to patch up together.
Hannah winced as we pulled apart, pressing a hand to her swollen stomach.
“You okay?” I asked, concerned.
“Yeah,” she murmured, waving me off. “The baby has moved a lot today. She’s feeling spicy.”
“She?” I echoed, a grin stretching across my face.
“I just feel it in my bones—it’s a girl,” she said with a shrug before grinning. “How cool is that? You get to have her at your wedding too.”
“It’s kind of cool,” I said with a laugh as we both went back to preening in front of the mirror.
“Are you nervous?” Hannah asked.
“Always,” I admitted with a shrug. “Not like I’m afraid or anything. It just feels bigger than I imagined, somehow.”
Hannah grinned and nudged my arm. “That’s because it is big, but you know you’ve already gone through the ‘worse’ part of better or for worse, right? Now you get to enjoy the better. And you damn well earned it too.”
I laughed, her words soothing my jitters. “I guess you’re right. I’m also glad it’s just us today—no big crowds at the ceremony. It should be short too. We’re signing the legal documents after the first kiss.”
Hannah nodded before asking, “How did Gracie’s parents take being invited only to the reception?”
I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Laura hit the roof, but in my opinion, the witch is lucky she’s even invited to the reception. Gracie made her swallow a lemon and deeply apologize to me before even handing her the invite.”
Hannah threw her head back and laughed. “Do you think she meant it?”
“Fuck no,” I sputtered with an eye roll. “But it was good to see her grovel anyway.”
“I can’t wait to get my hands on this bitch,” Hannah muttered as she stepped away from the mirror with a sigh. “For now, we have to get you married. Are you ready to head down? It’s almost three.”
I took one last long look in the mirror, my heart racing with a heady mix of joy, love, and gratitude.
“I’m ready.”

The sun glowed gently over the garden where I would be getting married. I stood at the top of the balcony stairs with Hannah, my heart hammering as I looked out over it. The entire space had been transformed into a romantic haven—a place that looked and felt more like us than I could have ever dreamed.
Wildflowers in blush and cream tones were draped over the wooden arch where Gracie and I would exchange vows, their fragrance mingling with the salty breeze as waves crashed in the distance. I spotted our friends down there, chatting among themselves or talking to our celebrant, who wore a lilac-colored pantsuit.
Diane—she was lovely.
I took in the candles lining the aisle, flickering in the soft afternoon light. My chest tightened with emotion at the enormity of the moment. Today wasn’t just about making promises—it was about all of it. Everything we had been through, everything we had survived together, and everything we still yearned to build.
The first notes of You’re Still the One began to play, rich and full of hope, as the busker we had hired started their beautiful rendition. Gracie and I had found him only a few weeks ago, playing this exact song across the road from Ratchada, and we’d booked him on the spot.
The melody signaled that it was time to start walking. Hannah gave my hand a reassuring squeeze before whispering, “You got this.”
Then she was walking down the stairs like an expert in her long gown, balancing her bump gracefully. I was relieved she had chosen flat shoes under that dress and not some monstrous heels. She would meet Kat around the bend in the hedges, where the aisle started, and they would walk down together.
Once Hannah reached the bottom and began to disappear around the bend, it was my cue to start. I focused on my feet as I descended the stairs, already fighting to keep my emotions in check. Step by step, the music swelled, carrying me forward as Shania’s words washed over me—so aptly made for us.
I rounded the bend in the hedges, and that’s when I saw Gracie, also coming around the corner. I almost lost my breath at the sight of her. Her long gown clung to her frame perfectly, its lace sleeves and intricate bodice offering glimpses of her skin, making her look more delicate than ever. Her curls were long and glossy, cascading freely over her shoulders.
She was barefoot and glowing—the embodiment of life, of everything good in the world.
We reached the start of the aisle at the same moment, and the love radiating from her eyes made me feel weightless. Gravity wasn’t holding me to the earth anymore—she was.
She reached out as I did, a small smile on her face, and our fingers curled around each other, the grip firm yet gentle.
“Are you ready?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the song.
“Yes,” I breathed, choking back tears. “Are you?”
Her smile softened, her beautiful lips parting slightly as she leaned in and whispered, “Always.”
We turned together and stepped as one, the song swelling behind us as we began our walk down the aisle. Our friends lined it—Todd, Jesse, Lennon, Camila, Simone, and Guy—with Kat and Hannah closer to the celebrant. There were beaming smiles all around, shining through tears and nods of encouragement.
Gracie’s soft laugh bubbled up like the lightest of melodies, and I found myself laughing with her. The sound carried us to the end of the aisle, where Diane waited. Under the arch, Kat leaned forward to grab Gracie’s bouquet. I blinked at it, realizing I hadn’t even noticed the cascading white flowers she handed off. Hannah nudged my arm, snapping me out of my daze, and I sheepishly released the death grip on my own bouquet, handing it to her with an embarrassed smile. She winked at me.
As the music faded, Diane began to speak.
“Love has always been my northern star in life,” Diane said, her voice warm and filled with sincerity. “It’s why I chose this line of work—because I truly believe that when two people manage to find each other in this unpredictable, vast, and fast-moving world, it’s nothing short of a miracle. And when two people make the choice to stand together and say, ‘No matter what, no matter the challenges or trials we may face, we’ll do it together,’ it’s an honorable testament to the kind of love that changes lives.” Diane smiled at both of us. “Today, we are here to honor and celebrate Ashley and Gracie—their love, a love that has proven to all of us present today to be unforgettable.”
A few small laughs rippled through the crowd, but I zoned out of her words, my eyes locked on Gracie’s. The feel of her warm hands in mine, her thumb stroking along my knuckles, anchored me. The moment was kept brief—our friends already knew our story, and only a few finer details were recounted. Somewhere between the analogies and fond memories, we arrived at the vows.
Gracie’s hands tightened on mine, and she gave me a watery smile.
“Ashley,” she began, her voice clear and steady—because, well, it was Gracie. “You have proven to me time and time again that you’ll catch me if I fall. You’ve been my guiding light in the darkest of nights and the rainbow after the storm has passed. You’ve shown me what it’s like to love and to truly be loved. I promise to be your home, your calm in the storm, and I will never stop believing in us. I love you so much.” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “I love you so much, and I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”
My eyes stung with tears, and one slipped free before I could stop it. Gracie reached up and wiped it away with her thumb, her touch soft. She gave me a small, reassuring smile.
I sniffed as Diane handed me my vows. Unlike Gracie, who could speak unprompted, I needed to plan—I had to have them written in front of me. My hands shook as I unfolded the paper, and I shot Gracie a nervous smile. She looked back at me brightly, her eyes dancing with joy, waiting to hear the words she’d been pestering me about for months.
“Gracie,” I began, my voice shaky, “you have pulled me from a black and white world and thrust me into a kaleidoscope of colors I never want to lose. Every day with you is new and exciting, and I know each one is a gift not to be taken for granted.” I cleared my throat, blinking back tears. “You’ve taught me how to go with the flow—and I’m still trying to master that.” A few knowing chuckles rippled through the group.
I paused to gather myself while they laughed, my eyes meeting Gracie’s once more. My hands still trembled, but she grinned broadly in a way that still made my heart flutter.
“You taught me that love isn’t about it always being perfect—you taught me how to embrace the mess of life, the chaos. I promise I will never take you for granted. I promise I’ll spend every day loving you more and more. No matter what life throws at us, I promise to be your home and your foundation—a place you can go when life is too hard or when it’s amazing. I’ll be there with you, through it all. I love you.”
Diane took my vows from me as Gracie’s lip trembled. I squeezed her hand, offering my own overwhelmed, shaking smile and mouthing, I love you.
Diane cleared her throat. I glanced at her as she dabbed her eyes with a tissue before tucking it into her sleeve. She gestured to Todd, who beamed as he stepped forward, holding a velvet pouch I knew contained our rings. He let them fall into his palm, then handed Gracie’s band to me and mine to her.
“Gracie,” Diane began clearly, indicating what we had rehearsed.
Gracie beamed as she took my hand, holding the band with steady fingers as she looked at me. “Ashley, this ring symbolizes the never-ending circle of our love—a love of infinite possibilities, and a love where, no matter what, we always find our way back to each other. With this ring, Ashley, I promise to love you forever.”
I swallowed as she slid the cool metal down my finger, her hand trembling slightly as she did so.
“How do you remember all that?” I whispered to her in awe, my cheeks warm. She let out a giggle, joined by our friends.
Diane laughed softly before looking at me, and I licked my dry lips, taking Gracie’s hand and perching the band at the tip of her finger.
“Just speak from the heart,” Diane had told me calmly. “Just tell her you love her.”
“With this ring,” I began shakily, my palms sweating. She looked at me eagerly, melting away my growing fear. “I promise to always be by your side and stand by you through the many twists and turns I’m sure we’ll face. I will love you passionately and honestly, and I will always be here.”
I slid the ring down Gracie’s delicate finger, the band twinkling under the sun as if absorbing the power of my words behind it.
Diane gave a soft sigh.
“You girls are so beautiful,” she said, shaking her head. “Oh—wow. Ashley, Gracie, your love is a testament to the strong foundations you have built together and the honest commitment you made to each other long before you walked down this aisle. By the power vested in me by the state of California, I now pronounce you married. You may now kiss.”
Finally.
I cupped both of Gracie’s cheeks before she could think, and in an instant, our lips met. The entire world melted away. Her lips curled into a smile as she kissed me back, pouring just as much of her soul into it as I did. My heart finally began beating on a new frequency—a safe one. A secure one.
Our friends erupted into loud cheers around us, and we pulled back, laughing together as emotion welled over.
“Ready?” she asked me with a small smile, her eyes filled with unshed tears of joy.
“Always,” I murmured, stroking her cheek for a heartbeat before we both turned. Hand in hand, we made our way back down the aisle, past the candles that still flickered, and toward the life we had fought so hard to reclaim.
Together.
The End
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