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 PROLOGUE
My mom always said, there are two kinds of love in this world: the steady breeze, and the hurricane.
The steady breeze is slow and patient. It fills the sails of the boats in the harbor, and lifts laundry on the line. It cools you on a hot summer’s day; brings the leaves of fall, like clockwork every year. You can count on a breeze, steady and sure and true.
But there’s nothing steady about a hurricane. It rips through town, reckless, sending the ocean foaming up the shore, felling trees and power lines and anyone dumb or fucked-up enough to stand in its path. Sure, it’s a thrill like nothing you’ve ever known: your pulse kicks, your body calls to it, like a spirit possessed. It’s wild and breathless and all-consuming.
But what comes next?
“You see a hurricane coming, you run.” My mom told me, the summer I turned eighteen. “You shut the doors, and you bar the windows. Because come morning, there’ll be nothing but the wreckage left behind.”
Emerson Ray was my hurricane.
Looking back, I wonder if mom saw it in my eyes: the storm clouds gathering, the dry crackle of electricity in the air. But it was already too late. No warning sirens were going to save me. I guess you never really know the danger, not until you’re the one left, huddled on the ground, surrounded by the pieces of your broken heart.
It’s been four years now since that summer. Since Emerson. It took everything I had to pull myself back together, to crawl out of the empty wreckage of my life and build something new in its place. This time, I made it storm-proof. Strong. I barred shutters over my heart, and found myself a steady breeze to love. I swore, nothing would ever destroy me like that summer again.
I was wrong.
That’s the thing about hurricanes. Once the storm touches down, all you can do is pray.


CHAPTER ONE
I’m doing eighty on the highway with all the windows down, my dirty blonde hair whipping like crazy in the wind. I’ve got my Ray-Ban sunglasses on, and the radio playing country classics as loud as my beat-up old Camaro will go, trying to drown out the whispers of memory that started, the minute I took the freeway exit onto the familiar coastal road.
45 miles to Cedar Cove.
45 miles to Emerson.
I shake it off. We were coming here for years before I met him, I remind myself sternly. Every summer when I was a kid. Months filled with playing in the surf and reading out on our shady back porch. I should have other, better memories of this place without him.
But you haven’t been back here since.
I block out the treacherous voice in my head, yelling along with the radio instead.
“Gone like a freight train, gone like yesterday…”
The song is right, I decide. It’s gone. That summer is so far behind me, I couldn’t see it in my rearview mirror if I tried. I’m a different person to the screwed-up, headstrong girl I was the last time I drove down this sandy road. I’m twenty-two now, just a month away from graduating college and starting out a whole new life. I’ve got a perfect boyfriend back in the city, and a great career all lined up. Despite everything that happened here that summer, I made it out—made myself into the person I wanted to be—and even though coming back to Cedar Cove makes me feel sick and dizzy, like I’m about to jump out of a plane in total freefall, this weekend won’t change any of that.
It can’t.
Besides, I tell myself, trying to calm the shiver of nerves in my stomach, I don’t even know if he’s still here. I don’t know anything about Emerson anymore. My idle midnight searches online always come up blank. He could be half-way around the world by now, trekking in the African jungle, or knocking back beers on some beach in Australia with a tall, stacked bikini model at his side.
Tucked under his arm, the place I used to be…
I crank the radio even louder, the country twang ringing so hard I don’t even hear my cellphone, I just see the screen light up from where I tucked it in the cup-holder on my dashboard. Lacey. My best friend. I answer, struggling to turn the volume down and keep a hand on the steering wheel. I know I shouldn’t talk and drive, but way out of the city out here, I won’t see a cop for miles.
“Hey Lacey, what’s up?”
“Are you there yet?” She demands.
“Close.” I check the clock again, “About a half-hour away.”
“I still can’t believe Danny boy didn’t go with you.” There’s a muffled noise as she gets comfy, and when she speaks again. I can just picture her, curled up in our student apartment in Charlotte, looking out of the window over the bustle of downtown. “Isn’t this the kind of thing future fiancés are legally obligated to do?” she asks, “Packing up the summer house you haven’t stepped foot in since… Well, you know.” she trails off.
The silence sits in the air between us, heavy with grief. Emerson isn’t the only ghost lurking in this town. The pain he caused me was only half my broken heart.
I gulp a lungful of fresh, salty air and force the demons out of my mind. “First of all, we don’t know he’s planning to propose.” I shift the phone to a more comfortable position under my ear.
“Please.” Lacey snorts. “His parents love you, you’re moving in together after graduation, and he’s been dropping not-so-subtle hints about your taste in jewelry for months now.”
“You didn’t tell me that!” My stomach kicks, but this time, it’s with a whole different kind of nerves.
“It’s been kind of hilarious,” Lacey adds. “So, do you think Juliet prefers modern, or art deco styles?” she mimics Daniel’s careful East Coast voice.
“What did you say?” I ask, curious. Even though Lacey is right—I’ve figured this was coming for a while now—it still feels strange to talk about it like this. Marriage. The future. Forever.
With someone who isn’t Emerson.
Lacey continues, oblivious to my thoughts. “Princess-cut, classic setting, nothing under two carats. Duh.”
“Lacey!” I flush.
“What? You said, you wanted to build a life with him,” Lacey reminds me. “That you could picture growing old and grey together.”
“I did. I mean, I do,” I correct myself quickly. “Daniel is great. He’s kind, and sweet, and smart—“
“—and perfect, I get it!” Lacey cuts me off. “So I don’t get why he’s not going with you. Not just for all the heavy lifting and packing, I mean. If my girlfriend was going back to see her ex—“
“I’m not here to see Emerson!” My protest comes way too loud, and I flinch, swerving wildly on the road.
Lacey whistles. “Easy there. I’m just saying, Danny boy must be super-secure in your relationship if he’s not even curious about the first guy you ever loved.”
I catch my breath, trying to calm myself. The last thing I need is to wind up dead, crashed in a ditch before I even reach the county line. I slow my speed, and focus on the road ahead. “Daniel isn’t coming because I told him not to. I said I need the space to study in peace. And… he doesn’t know about Emerson.” I admit in a rush
“What?” Lacey’s screech makes me swerve all over again. “You said you told him ages ago!”
“I did,” I protest weakly. “I said there was a guy I dated, before college. But I didn’t say he was here. Or how serious it was.”
“Serious?” Lacey’s voice is dripping with sarcasm. “Try, like a fucking anvil.”
“What was I supposed to say, Lace?” I sigh, feeling that familiar wash of guilt that always settles over me whenever I think about the half-truths I’ve told my boyfriend. “That I had my heart broken so entirely, it took everything I had not to slash open my wrists just to make the pain stop?”
My voice is light now, but the words are true. For the longest time, it felt like I was teetering on a precipice, like one wrong step could send me tumbling into the darkness. The worst part was, there were moments I wanted to take that leap, to just end the pain for good.
“Oh, babe…” Lacey’s voice softens. She knows what it was like for me: as my freshman roommate, she had a front-row seat to the damage that summer left behind. The days when all I did was curl in a ball, weeping; the weeks I barely ate, or left my room at all except for classes. She was the one who finally sat me down and staged a one-girl intervention: dragging me out to parties and coffee-breaks and the campus therapist, who prescribed me a whole list of anti-depressants and anti-anxiety meds.
The pills helped—too much, I think sometimes—but Lacey was my real lifesaver, forcing me to fake at being OK long enough that I finally began to believe it for myself. I didn’t meet Daniel until my junior year, and by then, I could almost believe that those dark days were behind me for good. The only scar I had left you could see was the tiny blue jay tattoo on my right shoulder blade. I’ve thought about getting it removed, wiping the slate clean completely, but something makes me leave it there to glimpse in the mirror every time I step out of the shower. A lasting reminder of all my dumb, fucked-up choices, and the road I swore I’d never take again.
Until now.
“It’ll be fine.” I say firmly, as if that old fake-it-til-you-make-it strategy will work now, all over again. “I’ll pack up the house for the realtor, and be back by Monday. I picked up groceries in the city, so I won’t even need to go into town.”
“If you say so.” Lacey’s voice is doubtful, but she doesn’t press. “Call me later, babe.”
“Love you.”
I hang up, and grip the steering wheel determinedly. It’ll be simple: I’ve got a plan, just like I said to Lacey. I’ll get the beach house packed up, hand the keys over to the realtor, and leave town for good this time—no mess, no fuss, and damn well no moping over old memories.
I head around the next bend, and all of a sudden, the familiar sign comes into view.
Welcome to Cedar Cove. Population 5,654.
Despite all my good intentions to leave the past in its dark, deep grave, I can’t help it. One look at that peeling wooden board is all it takes for my mind to go racing back, four years ago, to the last time I drove down this road.
The day when I met him.
* * *
4 Years Ago….
“…And we can make s’mores in the fire pit, and cycle into town for ice-cream like we always used to. Jules? Juliet?”
My mom’s voice slips through my daydreams. I’m staring out the window at the haze of grey and moss green blurring past, fiercely wishing with everything I have that I was anywhere but here.
I turn. My mom is looking over from the driver’s seat. “What?” I snap, not even trying to keep the irritation from my tone.
“I was just planning all the fun things we can do this summer.” Mom glances out of the windscreen at the rain drizzling against the glass. “When the weather clears up, at least.”
“We could have stayed in the city another week,” I remind her, with a stab of bitterness. “I barely had time to say goodbye to everyone. I’m missing the big graduation party. And Carina gets to stay…”
“Your sister has classes,” mom reminds me. “She’ll drive down with your father next week.”
I sigh. My older sister is twenty-two, finishing up college at UNC. She’s majoring in publicity and marketing, and from what I can tell, that just means she spends most of her time strutting the bars of Raleigh on the lookout for an eligible bachelor. And by eligible, she means a future lawyer or investment banker from the right kind of family, earning six figures with another seven in trust somewhere. I don’t want to call her a shallow bitch, but she earns it.
“We could have waited for them,” I murmur. “I mean, isn’t the whole point of this summer—to be one big happy family?” My voice is full of sarcasm.
I see my mom flinch out of the corner of my eye, but she doesn’t rise to my bait. “Another few days would have turned into another week or more,” she says briskly, instead. “And then summer would be half-way done before we even arrived.”
I don’t reply. One week is nothing when I’m staring down three months of my fucked-up family pretending like everything’s OK.
I turn back to the rain-soaked view outside the window, lifting my beloved camera to peer through the viewfinder lens. It’s a manual Pentax SLR, a bulky old antique that my grandpa gave to me, years ago, back before he died. Everyone uses their cellphones now, snapping digital pictures to post online and pass around, but I like the weight of the old camera in my hand, and the hours I have to spend in the dark-room, gently coaxing each photograph into life.
I carefully twist the focus, bringing the view clearer. The sea foams, restless beyond the strip of brush-land and sand dividing the highway from the shore. I press my finger on the shutter and click, praying I make it through the summer without losing my mind.
“You’ll be coming here with your own kids soon,” mom adds brightly. “A tradition. You know, I came here with your grandparents, every summer since I was—“
A loud bang sounds, drowning out her voice. The car swerves wildly, suddenly out of control. My chest slams against my seatbelt, painful and my camera slips from my hands. I grab for it, desperate, as we careen across the wet highway.
“Mom!” I yell, terrified. I see a flash of red through the window—the truck behind us in lane. It heads straight for us, then swerves past at the last second.
“It’s OK!” Mom’s knuckles are white, gripping the steering wheel as she wrestles to regain control. “Just hold on!”
I cling on to the sides of my seat, thrown to the side as the car keeps spinning. We’re weightless, drifting in the road. Then, at last, I feel the tires get traction again. The car slows, until finally, we come to a stop along the side of the highway.
I gasp for breath, my heart pounding. The red truck we nearly hit has gone off the road further up the highway, front wheels buried up to the bumper in mud and sand.
My mom is still gripping onto the wheel, staring straight ahead, her face chalk-white. “Are you OK?” I ask in a quiet voice. She doesn’t reply.
“Mom?” I ask again, reaching out to touch her arm. She flinches back.
“What? Oh, yes, honey, I’m fine.” She swallows. “The tire went out, I think. I don’t know what happened. A lucky miss.” Mom gives me a trembling smile, but I feel a tide of anger rise up.
“Lucky?” I exclaim, furious. “We shouldn’t even be here! None of us wanted to come this summer, and now we nearly just died. And for what?!”
Suddenly, it’s like a mack truck is crushing down on my chest. I can’t breathe, I can’t even think straight. I fumble at my seatbelt with shaking hands and then fling the car door open, stumbling out onto the road.
“Juliet?” She calls after me, but I don’t stop. I don’t care that it’s raining, wet and cold against my thin T-shirt and cutoff shorts, I just need to get out. I need to breathe.
I stride away from the car, gasping for air.
None of this was my idea. We haven’t been back to the beach house in years, not since I was a kid. We haven’t been much of a family in years either, but mom got it in her head that we had to spend one last summer there together—before I went off to college, and Carina graduated, and we could all finally stop acting we were anything more than distant strangers living under the same roof, trying like hell to pretend to the world that everything was OK.
Not that we don’t have practice. After all, pretending is what my family does best. Dad pretends he’s not a washed-up academic with one failed book to his name, and a taste for vodka martinis at four PM. My sister pretends she cares about more than landing herself a rich lawyer husband with a country club membership and a six-figure bonus. My mom pretends she doesn’t regret throwing her life away on a charming British writer, or notice his late nights ‘advising’ students at the office, and the disdain in his voice whenever he does remember to stumble home.
And me? I pretend it doesn’t hurt me to keep pretending. That it doesn’t eat away at me to see how much she still loves him, meek and cowering for the slightest bit of his attention. That I don’t get these awful panic attacks, every time I think about leaving her behind when I head off to college this fall.
That’s why I agreed to this joke of a happily family vacation in the end, to try and numb this sense I’m abandoning her. She wants one last summer to pretend? I’ll give it to her. But look where all that pretending has gotten us now: nearly winding up dead in a car wreck before her precious summer even begins.
“Hey!”
I hear a guy’s voice behind me, but I’m so desperate, I don’t slow down. My heart is pounding now, so fast I feel like it’s going to burst out of my chest. I know I just need to calm down and wait for the panic to pass, but when I’m caught up in the whirlwind, I can’t see straight long enough to try.
“Hey, wait up!” The voice comes, louder, and then there’s a heavy hand on my arm, pulling me around.
“What?” I gasp, violently yanking back. “What the fuck do you…” my protest dies on my lips as I stare up into the face of the most beautiful guy I’ve ever seen.
His eyes are the first thing I notice. They’re dark blue, mesmerizing, the color of skies after sunset. It’s always been my favorite time, that moment when the last light of day has faded away, and the first stars come out. Now I’m looking right up into them, endless midnight constellations. Ringed with thick, dark lashes, they burn into me, intense. Full of secrets, full of scars.
“Where are you going?” the guy demands, still gripping painfully onto my arm. “You can’t just walk away from this!”
I pull away, still dazed. He’s older than me, but not by much, his early twenties maybe: tall and broad-shouldered, skin tanned a deep bronze by the sun. His arms are taut beneath the black T-shirt he’s wearing, damp and clinging to his muscular torso. His body is slim but compact, almost radiating with tightly-coiled power in his black jeans and beat-up workman’s boots. Rain drips from his dark hair, curling too-long around his collar, and on his right bicep, I can see the dark ink of a tattoo snaking up beneath his shirt.
He takes my breath away.
The world shifts back into focus, and I find that I can breathe again OK. Just like that, my panic begins to ease.
“Are you listening?” he demands, face set and angry. Then the anger fades, replaced with concern. “Wait, are you hurt? Did you hit your head?”
He reaches for my face, fingers grazing against my forehead with surprising gentleness. I look into those deep blue eyes again and feel a shock ripple through me. Electric.
I lurch away, startled. “I’m fine,” I manage, my heart-rate finally slowing. What the hell am I doing? I scold myself. Drooling over some guy on the side of the highway? Don’t I have more important things to worry about—like the fact I was this close to dying just a few minutes ago?
Now he knows I’m not injured, the guy’s angry expression returns. “Then you’re lucky I don’t kill you myself right now.” he tells me, grim. “What the hell was that back there? Don’t you know you shouldn’t drive fast in a storm?”
I catch my breath, my frustrations all boiling over at once. “First of all, I wasn’t driving,” I yell back. “And second, it was an accident! Our tire blew, it happens. How is any of this my fault?” I challenge him, folding my arms.
His eyes follow the motion of my arms, and I’m suddenly painfully aware of my thin T-shirt, now wet through and clinging against my chest. I shiver, seeing a new hunger in his eyes as his gaze trails down my body, lingering on my bare legs. I feel my skin prickle, and my breath catch, not with discomfort, but something new, some kind of heightened awareness. I feel a heat pool, low in my stomach.
The guy drags his gaze back up to meet mine, and then he looks at me with what I swear is a smirk curling at the edges of his perfect mouth. “How are you the mad one right now?” he asks. “I’m the one with my truck totally fucked back there.”
I look past him. His truck is nose deep in a sandbank, back wheels spinning. “Yeah, well we’ve got a flat tire and no spare.”
He smirks for real this time. “What kind of idiot doesn’t keep a spare? We’re miles out from anywhere.”
“Maybe the kind of person who drives in the city, where we have little things like cellphone signal and tow-trucks!”
The smirk fades. “You’re summer people.” he says, like it’s a crime.
“Let me guess,” I shoot back. “You’re a townie with a chip on your shoulder. Well, maybe you should save the issues until we both get out of here.”
He opens his mouth in surprise, then stops. He looks around at the wet empty highway, and finally, it sinks in that I may have a point.
“Fine,” he says, grudgingly. “I’ll call for Norm to come get us.”
“I thought there wasn’t signal out here?” I frown, pulling out my phone from my pocket again, just to check.
“I’ve got a CB radio in the truck.” He heads back towards the red pick-up. “Stay there!”
“Where else would I go?” I sigh, watching him walk away. I trace the back of his body with my eyes, absorbing the grace in his gait. Then he turns, catching me. I blush, hoping frantically that he can’t see my pink cheeks in the rain.
“You didn’t tell me your name.” he calls.
“You didn’t ask!” I yell back.
He grins, and waits, until finally I surrender.
“Juliet,” I tell him, and wait for the snarky quip, but instead, he just cocks an eyebrow at me.
“I’m Emerson.” He calls. Then he smiles, a flash of something true and reckless, so darkly beautiful I feel my heart stop all over again. This is what they write stories about, I realize, as if from far away. All those books and movies and poems I’ve read, this is what they all were preparing me for, the day when a strange man smiles at me, and makes me forget who I am.
His eyes meet mine, and I swear, my blood sings, hot in my veins despite the cold, damp rain trickling down my back.
“Welcome to Cedar Cove.”


CHAPTER TWO
I push my memories of Emerson way down and keep on driving. Soon, the empty beach and scrubland start showing signs of life: small shingled cottages, hidden in the tall grasses and set back from the shore. A laundry line. A car rusting on blocks in somebody’s driveway. I cross the bridge over the wide, salt-marsh riverbanks, and turn off the highway, into town.
Even after all these years, not much has changed. I drive slowly down Main Street, feeling like I’ve stepped back in time. There’s the convenience store on the corner, where grandpa would buy me bright red popsicles; Mrs. Olsen’s pancake hut, serving the biggest chocolate-chip short stack I’ve ever seen. Jimmy’s Tavern, out by the water, always attracting a rough crowd, and past that, the harbor, filled with the clashing mix of run-down fishing boats and shiny new cruisers.
Cedar Cove was always a sleepy kind of resort town—too frayed around the edges to attract the big tourist bucks—but it hasn’t been entirely untouched by new development. As I drive on, I see there’s a slick new strip mall with a pizza place, and a coffee shop, and stretch of new beachfront condos lined up where an old bait and tackle shack used to stand.
At least I won’t go into caffeine withdrawl this weekend.
At the fork in the road, I turn off down Sandpiper Lane. The dusty road winds along the shore, lined with wild rosemary and myrtle trees, and in places I can glimpse the golden sands lying just beyond the brush. After a mile, I come to a green mailbox, rusty on the side of the road, and turn into the familiar driveway.
The house sits, baking and quiet in the afternoon sun. Craftsman-style, it has a wide front porch and blue shingles, now faded to a pale grey. The white trim is yellowed, and the roof tiles are crumbling, but the front yawn is neatly tended, with lush grass and roses twisting up around the windows.
I put the Camaro in park beside a shiny Lexus and slowly get out of the car.
My muscles are cramped from hours behind the wheel, so I stretch, looking up at the old house. Coming back, I feel a fresh rush of emotion, only this time it’s more than just the trigger of a sign on the side of the highway. This is a house, a home, full of hundreds of memories over the years—fighting, and laughter, and love, and pain. There’s the place where we would play in the sprinklers. There’s the tree I would climb to escape my parents’ fighting inside.
There’s the hidden spot Emerson would kiss me goodnight, his lips fierce and searching, hands slipping up under my camisole to tease and caress across my bare skin…
I wish for the first time, I had someone here with me. Not Daniel, but Lacey maybe. Someone to cut through all this old emotional bullshit, and spell it out for me. It’s just a house. It’s all in the past.
“Juliet?” A trim, redheaded woman comes around the side of the house. She’s wearing a pastel blue suit and a silk blouse, carrying a clipboard and file. She beams at me, perky and upbeat. “I’m Hallie, from Kingston Realty? How was your drive? Did you make it out of the city OK?”
I shake off the memories. Get it together, Juliet!
“Fine,” I nod, striding forwards to meet her.
“It’s so great to meet you. Thanks so much for coming down.” She shakes my hand, and kisses me on both cheeks. Up close, I can see her hair is an unnatural shade of red, and her teeth are dazzling white veneers.
Definitely not a local.
“The management company has been keeping up with basic yard-work and maintenance,” she starts, leading me around to the side door we always used as a main entrance. “Obviously, there’s some cosmetic work for the new owners to take care of, but that shouldn’t be an issue.”
She pulls out the keys and unlocks, stepping into the kitchen. I follow, and freeze in the doorway. It’s been left untouched: same photos pinned to the fridge, same decorative plates lined up on the wall. It’s like stepping back in time, to four long years ago.
“I know, it’s pretty cluttered.” Hallie sighs, misinterpreting my silence. “All of this will need to go, before we can put it on the market.”
She leads on, into the main hall. The stairs curve upwards, and the living room and dining room branch off on either side. Sunlight falls on the scuffed wooden floors. A clutter of old sandals and shoes line up beneath the coat-rack, a tarnished old mirror propped above the bureau. I half expect my mom to come strolling in, carrying an armful of groceries from the market, and unload to make dinner.
A sudden choke of tears stings in my throat. I have to clench my fists at my side and dig my nails into my palms to keep it back.
Hallie looks around, and makes a tsking noise of disapproval under her breath. “To be honest, I told your father he’d be better off waiting. The market’s rebounding, but prices are still pretty low. With all the new development in town, it would be worth holding off the sale until next year, see how much more you could get.”
“You’d have to talk to him about that.” I answer shortly. “It’s not my choice to sell.”
It wasn’t my choice to interrupt my study schedule and come down here just weeks before finals to pack the place up either, but dad wasn’t about to wait around for something as unimportant as my college education.
“Oh.” Hallie blinks in surprise. “Well, OK. When was the last time you were back here?” Her voice is bright, trying to make small-talk. I know I should just let the question slide, but I can’t dance around it anymore.
“Four years ago,” I reply slowly. “Not since my mom died. Here, in this house.”
Hallie’s eyes widen in horror. “Oh my Lord! I’m so sorry! Nobody told me--”
“It’s fine.” I cut her off, already feeling guilty for putting her on the spot like that.
“What was it…?” Hallie asks, curious. Everyone asks, I’ve found by now. Even when it’s rude, or personal, they still can’t help it. Everyone has to know the reason.
“Cancer.” I tell her. It’s half the truth, at least.
She nods. “I’m so sorry. I keep telling all my friends, go get that mammogram checked!”
I look around at the faded upholstery, and the roses twining around the window. My voice softens. “We got to spend the summer together, at least. She always loved it here.”
That much is true. It’s why I fought so hard against dad’s plan to sell. Mom’s grandparents built it themselves, way back in the Twenties, when they had to barter for the wood and nails. It passed down from generation to generation: prime ocean-front land they kept even when times were tough and they were struggling to put food on the table. Mom loved the history, that sense of connecting to our past. She always talked about us keeping it for our own families, way down the line.
But dad has other plans. He dug the family deep in debt while she was still alive, and once she was gone, it only got worse. I don’t know where it goes—frittered away on fancy dinners with his snobby, old money friends, play-acting at being a sophisticated man about town when really, he’s just a washed-up drunk. He already sold our house in the city; now, the beach house is in his sights.
Carina can’t understand my protests—the will says dad will only get half the proceeds of a sale, the rest split between me and my sister. She’s engaged for the third time, trying her best to keep up with her designer-brand-loving friends, despite the fact she hasn’t worked a real job since college. Who wants a run-down house in the middle of nowhere? she argued. I could use my share to buy a place with Daniel, or get a vacation condo somewhere cooler, like Miami.
Now, I sadly look around at the peeling print wallpaper, and the back porch I used to read on for hours. Cool was never the point.
“So!” Hallie claps her hands together brightly, moving on from all the talk about death and cancer and other non-realty concerns. “Your father said to just throw everything out,” She hands me the keys, and looks around brightly. “You know, you don’t have to do all this yourself. I can just call some guys in to pack it up and cart it away, save you the hassle. There’s a big Goodwill depot a few towns over.”
“No!” I protest loudly, then quickly cover my outburst. “I mean, there might be some things worth saving. Old family mementos. I’d rather look through myself.”
“Absolutely!” Hallie coughs, awkward. “Well, you just call if you need anything. Just call. And give my love to your father,” she adds, with a little giggle. “He was telling me about his book. When is it coming out?”
I sigh. “We’re not sure yet,” I say vaguely. My dad picks up fluttering fans wherever he goes. I guess charm is everything when you’re rotten to the core, like him.
“Oh, well tell him to give me a call, if he’s ever down here.”
“He won’t be.” I answer shortly. “Thanks for the keys, I’ll let you know when it’s done.”
Hallie trips away, unsteady on her heels. I watch through the front window as she climbs into the Lexus and drives away with a wave.
I’m left alone.
I pause a moment in the hall, steeling myself. Suddenly, it’s too quiet, too still. Nothing but the sound of the distant waves lapping up against the shore, and occasional birdsong, and a car engine passing in the distance. Just me here, with all the memories.
With Emerson…
I feel a bubble of familiar panic rise in my chest. I rummage through my purse and find the vial of pills there, small and white and reassuring. I count them out again: one, two, three, four, five.
They’re the last of my prescription, the one I swore I wouldn’t fill again. Daniel and the doctor don’t understand why I want to quit them: as far as they’re concerned, my panic attacks are a simple problem with a simple solution. Meds. But they don’t get the downside, how spaced out and distant the pills make me feel, like there’s a thin wall of water separating me from the world, and every thought or feeling I have is smoothed out and calm.
After my mom died, it was bliss, to finally have a way of shutting off my emotions. With the terrible agony of my grief, losing her and leaving Emerson behind, all I wanted was to be numb. But as the months passed, it started to scare me, how much I needed them just to get through the day. I finally phased out the anti-depressants, but my panic attacks keep coming around. I can never tell when one’s going to hit. I’ll just be walking down the hallway to class, and suddenly, my heart will start thumping, and the world starts to spin. It’s like an iron band is wrapped around my chest, crushing me, and I’m so caught up in the panic, I feel like I’m going to die. Every time.
I figured out ways to manage most attacks before they get out of hand: meditation, and breathing exercises, and visualization stuff. And just having the pills in my purse makes a difference—knowing that if one hits, I can make it stop. But I wish they weren’t such a crutch for me, always there, tempting me with that numbness all over again. I wish I could be done with the meds for good.
This time, I don’t need to open the vial. I force myself to slow my breath, and repeat the mantra I designed to steer me through it.
I’m here. I’m OK. I can get through this.
Slowly, I feel the panic dissolve, until I can hear the distant crash of the waves again, and the call of the gulls circling on the beach.
I’m here. I’m OK.
I look around at the clutter. Better get to work.
I head out to my car and unload: I brought boxes and packing tape, and a carton of extra-thick refuse sacks. I start in the hallway, and work my way into the kitchen, sorting everything into three categories: trash, donate, and keep. It’s tough work, and by the time the light fades outside the window and the sun sets, I’m hot and sweaty and tired, but the kitchen isn’t even half-way packed.
My cellphone rings. Daniel. I put down the packing tape and answer. “Hey babe.”
“Hey, is everything OK?” Daniel sounds concerned. “You said you’d call when you got there.”
“Oh.” I stop. “Shit, I’m sorry, I forgot. I figured I’d just get right into the packing,” I add quickly, like an excuse. “Get it done faster.”
“Oh yeah? How’s it going?”
I look around at the mess of boxes and garbage sacks. “It’s way more work than I figured,” I sigh. “I don’t think I’ll be back by next week. There’s just so much stuff!”
Daniel laughs, low and comforting. “I had a feeling. Remember when my Uncle Greg died, and I had to go pack up his office? There was like, twenty years of old newspaper clippings all filed away to sort.”
“Right.” Some of the tension in my chest eases. Daniel understands—he always understands. I picture his brown eyes, and lazy smile; he’s probably sprawled on the couch with a beer by now, his reward after a long day in the law library. “Still, I’m sorry.” I add, biting my lip. “I wanted to be back to study, and you have that first big final next week.”
“It’s OK.” Daniel sounds unconcerned by my delay. “I’ll probably be in the bunker working all weekend. Except, I miss you.”
“I miss you too,” I reply softly.
“Hey, how about I come down and help out?” he suggests. “Two pairs of hands will be faster than one, and I could use the break. I’ve been staring at the same chapters on contract law so long, it’s all a blur.”
“No!” I yelp loudly. “Thanks, I mean, but I have to study too. Here. I figure, with all the peace and quiet, and the ocean….” I’m babbling, I know, but I can’t help the panic that rises in my chest whenever I think about Daniel here, in this town, in this house—my past clashing up against my future. I’ve worked so hard to keep them apart, make it a clean break, that somehow I know him being here would be too much for me to take.
“It’ll just be another few days.” I promise him quickly. “A week, tops. Not even. I’ll pack, and study, be done in no time.”
“Don’t work too hard,” Daniel warns me affectionately. “Or do I have to text you reminders to eat and sleep?”
“No,” I protest. “I can take care of myself!”
“And remember to meditate. You know you get panicky—“
“I know.” I cut him off quickly.
“OK, well take care, call me tomorrow.”
“Love you.” I whisper to him, and hang up, alone in the now-dark room. Despite my protest to Daniel, I realize that he’s right: I haven’t eaten all day. My stomach growls restlessly.
I look around. I brought groceries with me, I could just cook a simple pasta on the stove, or nuke a frozen meal, but then I’d have to sit here to eat it, alone with all these ghosts…
No. I need real food, and more importantly, I need a real drink.
I grab my sweatshirt and my keys, and go.
There’s only one place in town to get a decent drink, or food served past 9pm: Jimmy’s Tavern. I pull into the parking lot, already mostly full with beat-up old pick-up trucks. I find myself nervously scanning the rows for that familiar flash of cherry red. No sign of it.
What did you expect? I scold myself. The way Emerson always drove, he’s probably crashed that truck three times over by now—taking the turns too fast, radio blaring.
His hand resting possessively on my thigh…
I glance in the rearview mirror and let out a whimper. My hair is sticking to my forehead in sweaty strands, and any makeup I had on at the start of the day has long since been wiped away. I pull some lip-gloss from my purse and quickly swipe it on, pulling my hair back into a loose braid, just in case.
Just in case what?
I stop, blinking at my own reflection. This is ridiculous – I can’t creep around town, expecting to find Emerson hiding behind every corner. No matter how shitty things ended between us, it’s been years now, I’m over it. I’m happy off in my new life, with an amazing future, and even more wonderful boyfriend waiting back home for me.
The thought of Daniel is like a cold shower on my nervous emotions. I tug my hair free again, wipe off the lipgloss, and quickly walk through the main doors.
Right away, I’m surrounded by the low hum of conversation and laughter. It’s a weathered old dive bar, with Bon Jovi playing on the jukebox, and people playing pool over in the corner. I go take a seat on a stool at the far end of the bar, and quickly sweep my eyes across the crowd. I see some old familiar faces, regulars I remember from when I was back in town last, but nobody gives me a second look, or any flicker of recognition.
I let out a slow breath of relief. I didn’t realize until now how tight I was wound, wondering if I’d see Emerson again. Or not even him, but someone who knew him, well enough to come say ‘hi’, and ask after me and my family.
“What can I get you?” The bartender asks, strolling over to me. I’ve not seen him before—he’s young and blonde, wearing a plaid shirt and a laid-back smile.
“Jack and coke,” I reply. “And a burger, thanks.”
“Coming right up.” He grabs the liquor bottle from the row on the shelf behind him, and gives me a long pour. “You just get in to town?”
I pause. “How did you tell?” I frown.
He gives me a lazy grin. “I know everyone in town.”
His eyes flick over me, and I remember that I haven’t changed since breakfast with Daniel this morning, what feels like weeks ago. My preppy silk dress and sandals may be normal for the city, but here in Cedar Cove, the uniform is cutoff jeans and flip flops. “You got me,” I tell him, uncomfortable.
“I’ll go see about that burger,” he winks at me, and strolls away.
I shift awkwardly on my stool, registering how out of place I must look. Further down the bar, a couple of guys in baseball caps and workman’s tans are checking me out with long looks. I try to ignore them. I grasp my drink and take a long sip. It’s strong, and the alcohol burns in the back of my throat, but I keep drinking. I need it tonight, with all these old ghosts dancing around the edge of my mind, trying to trip me up.
I turn my mind to safer things, like trying to remember the last time I was in a bar alone, without friends, or Daniel. The answer is never. Even back in college, I was never really the bar-hopping type. Lacey dragged me off to parties, and the pub crawls in the city, but after Emerson, my heart was too raw to make a real go of it and flirt with the frat boys lining up on a Friday night. I didn’t even want the random makeouts Lacey would always use to rebound after her heart got dented by a guy. My pain was too deep for that. Nothing was ever going to make it better.
At least, that’s what I thought. Then I wound up meeting Daniel in my Ethics class, spring semester of my sophomore year. He’s three years older than me, but was taking the class to make up a basic requirement for law school. The first few weeks, he just smiled at me. Cute brown hair, brown eyes, preppy Oxford shirts and pants. There was something genuine in his expression, like he had a joke to share with me—just me—so soon, I found myself smiling back. Then he moved to sit beside me, just appearing in the next seat one day, offering me a spare pen and a copy of his notes. We paired up for assignments and started studying together, and by the time the end of the semester came, he finally asked me out on a date.
A real date. It was funny—there I was, surrounded by casual hook-ups and one-night stands, and Daniel took the time to do it right. While Lacey was hanging off two AM booty texts from random guys, I was getting to know him the old-fashioned way. Dinner and a movie. Weekend brunch, then strolling the bookstores and cute boutiques in the arts district. Somehow, Daniel could tell I needed the time. After everything I’d been through, I wasn’t about to just throw myself into something all over again, risk my newly-healed heart on another guy when I knew just how much it could hurt me to love someone the way I’d loved before.
Because I couldn’t love another man like that, even if I tried. That part of me—the part that loved so recklessly, desperately, it was dead and gone. But as the months passed with Daniel, and my fears slowly melted away, I came to realize: maybe love doesn’t have to destroy you. Maybe it’s not all unbearable passion, and kisses that make you want to die. Maybe love can be that gentle breeze my mom told me about: strong, and sure, and true.
“Time for another round.”
I look up. One of the guys from down the bar has sidled over. “I’m Kenny,” he says, standing over me, too close, so I can smell the faint scent of sweat and beer and tobacco on his breath.
I try not to recoil.
“No thanks.” I answer firmly.
“Aww, c’mon,” he grins at me, tanned and solid-looking, but with a cocky arrogance about his stare. “What’ll it be? You want one of those girly cocktails, or are you up for the hard stuff?”
Kenny leers at me, gaze slipping suggestively over my chest, and even though my neckline is sensible—hell, practically demure—I feel naked under his stare, in all the worst ways.
My chest tightens. I feel sick.
“I said, no thanks.” I murmur, trying to keep my voice low. I don’t want a scene, but this guy seems determined to talk to me. “Really, I’m good. You can get back to your friend.”
Kenny’s smile slips. “What, you won’t drink with townies?”
“I didn’t say that.” I answer quickly. I look around, but nobody’s paying us any attention, and the bartender is still out in the back.
“Sure, but it’s the truth.” Kenny sneers at me. “You think you’re too good for us, is that it?”
“No.” My voice is louder now. I catch the eye of an older woman at the next table, but she just drops her eyes and glances away.
“So have a drink.” His eyes narrow meanly, “Maybe it’ll loosen you up.”
I gulp. I know exactly what kind of loose he wants, and that’s never going to happen.
Even though I’m still hungry and I have food coming, I can’t stay. I scramble down from my stool and quickly pull a twenty from my purse, leaving it on the bar. “I have to go,” I tell him quickly, taking two steps towards the door.
He blocks my path. “Where you going?” He reaches out to touch my cheek. I flinch back. “We’re just getting’ to know each other.”
“Please…” My voice comes out a whisper, heart pounding. “I have to go.”
“Or what?” his smile is tense. “You got someone waiting on you?” he snorts, “Poor fucker, living with a frigid bitch like you.”
What comes next happens so fast I barely have time to register it. One minute, Kenny is leaning in towards me, the next, he’s flying through the air. He lands with a crash into the nearest table, glasses smashing to the floor. His assailant doesn’t pause a second, he goes after him, grabbing his shirt by the collar to pull him up from the ground, while the other fist smashes into his face in several quick jabs. Blood pours down Kenny’s face, as he splutters, flailing helplessly against the attack.
The other guy just keeps punching.
I gasp. “Stop it!” I cry, rushing forwards. I grab the other guy by the shoulders, trying to pull him away, but he’s too big: six foot of solid muscle, the sinews in his back rippling with every new blow he rains down on Kenny, now bloody and whimpering on the floor.
“Please,” I beg, desperate, “You’ll kill him!”
The guy finally pauses, just for a second. I grab a fist-full his T-shirt and haul him away.
He turns, breathing heavily, violence still alight in those deep blue constellations I know by heart.
Emerson.
I freeze, staring at him in total shock. Of all the ways I’d imagine meeting him again, all the millions of scenarios I used to invent, none of them involved a guy beaten and bloody on the floor, and a whole bar of people staring at us.
I hear blood rushing in my ears, and suddenly, I’m dizzy. I can’t breathe. But this isn’t a panic attack, this is something else altogether. Here he is in front of me, like all those nights I tried not to think about him, but wound up replaying every moment and every kiss all the same.
Emerson. In front of me. At last.
My eyes drink him in, greedy. He’s older now, of course he is. I’ve been remembering the young man he used to be, but the boyish glint in his eye is gone now: he’s all grown up. All man. His features are etched deeper, dark stubble shading across his jaw. His dark hair is cropped short, showing the strong curve of his skull, and that body that was always slim and taut is stronger now—arm muscles pressing at the fabric on his black T-shirt, his whole torso radiating power and animal rage.
“Jules.” He says it hoarsely, still breathing heavily from the fight. Not that it was a fight, not really, it was annihilation.
My eyes meet his again. We’re standing three feet apart, but the connection between us is like a surge of electricity, surging from his dark gaze to mine.
“I…I… ” I stutter, gasping for air, but no words come. Seeing him is more than I ever imagined: his presence fills my world, overwhelming, like there’s nothing else in the room. Like the room doesn’t even exist—it’s only him, and me, and the storm of emotions crashing through me I thought I’d never feel again.
It’s too much. God, it’s all too much.
“I’m sorry,” I blurt, and turn on my heel and flee. I push past the other people crowding round, and out of the doors. My footsteps echo in the dark parking lot as I sprint for my car.
Tears sting in the back of my throat. I don’t know what happened back there, how I could just fall apart with one look from him, but suddenly, it’s like I’m eighteen all over again, feeling everything so fresh and fierce, as if for the first time.
How could I be so stupid to think I’d
ever
be over him?
“Jules! Juliet, wait!”
He’s coming after me.
I don’t slow, fumbling in my bag for my keys. I have to get away, before he can see me, see what a wreck I’m reduced to with just one glance.
“What, I don’t even get a thank you?”
Emerson’s voice echoes, sarcastic, in the empty lot.
I stop. Suddenly I’m mad as hell—furious at myself for falling apart so easily after all this time, but more than that, I’m angry at him. Hot, spitting, fists-clenched furious.
I whirl around. “Thank you?” I spit back at him, my voice high and fevered. “What the hell was that in there? You could have killed him!”
Emerson folds his arms, lips set in a thin, determined line. He’s standing in the shadows, his body coiled, dark and forbidding. “He deserved it.”
I feel the anger boil up in me. Now I remember it: the dark side to Emerson’s passion. The jealous streak, the possessive arm around my shoulder. I used to feel safe in it, treasured, like I was the most important girl in the world, but this is different. He has no right to act like I belong to him, not anymore.
“I can take care of myself!” I insist angrily.
“Didn’t look like it to me.” Emerson’s voice is a low drawl.
I bridle at the ownership in his tone. “I had it all under control. You just don’t know me anymore!”
Something flickers across his face even in the dark, and I feel a stab of regret slice through me. Oh God, I shouldn’t have said that. Then his harsh look fades away, and for a moment, Emerson’s eyes meet mine: naked and vulnerable.
“You came back,” he says softly. He takes a half-step towards me, and despite all my anger, I find my body frozen in place, yearning for him to touch me—sweep me in his arms, like before.
Closer, my mind cries out. Close the distance between us.
“You came back.” He says again, like he can’t believe it himself. There’s wonder in his eyes, fierce and breathless. “All this time, I kept watching the door, like you might walk through it. And now, here you are.”
I inhale in a sharp rush, hating myself even as I feel the surge of delight course through me at the words.
He was watching for me? He wanted to see me again?
After the way we ended things, I figured for sure beyond any doubt that I was the last person on earth he’d ever want to see again. He told me that he never wanted to hear from me: no emails, no calls, nothing. That he would rather cut me from his life completely than pretend we could ever be just friends.
It’s hurt me more than anything, imagining that he was out there somewhere, hating me. Regretting me.
But now…?
My heart catches in my throat but I push down my runaway thoughts. “You shouldn’t have looked for me.” I say quickly. “I told you, I wasn’t coming back.”
Emerson’s face darkens again. “I remember. Believe me, I remember everything.”
That last day suddenly springs into my mind: the funeral service, damp winds blowing on the desolate clifftop. Emerson at my side, holding me up when I thought I didn’t have the strength to keep it together. And then, just when I thought I couldn’t hurt more than I already did—when I thought my heart was broken all the way—Emerson proved there was still something left to destroy.
I meet Emerson’s eyes, and I can tell from his expression, he’s remembering it too.
“And I’m not back,” I babble quickly, clutching at my keys. “Not for real. We’re selling the house, I’m just here to pack it up. A couple of days. Then I’ll be gone.”
Forever.
The word hangs in the air between us.
Emerson’s face smoothes out, totally blank.
“Sure.” He shrugs, suddenly casual. “I should have figured. I mean, there’s nothing left here for you anymore.”
His words slam through me like a physical blow. I try to hide my dismay. Nothing left here for you anymore. I know I shouldn’t have expected anything different, but still, my heart aches at his casual tone, like he’s talking about the weather instead of us.
“Right.” I say, fighting back the tears stinging in the back of my throat. “I’ll be gone by next week. You won’t see me again.”
Emerson gives a curt nod. “You need help packing up?”
My skin burns. Now he’s being polite, as if we’re distant strangers he’s offering to lend a hand.
“No,” I choke out. The only thing worse than his anger is his detached obligation. “I don’t need anything from you! I never did!”
Emerson’s whole body tenses. “That’s right,” he says, giving me a cruel smile. His eyes glint, dark in the shadows. “You didn’t.”
I flinch again at his blow, and the bitterness in his voice. It tears me up inside to hear him sound like this, but why should I be surprised? He was the one who took our love and tore it in two, like I was nothing to him. Like those hot, fierce summer nights and all his whispered promises had been nothing but a dream.
I know I should go now, just get in my car and leave, but I still can’t move. His presence is magnetic, and even through his anger, and the turmoil of my guilty emotions, I feel the call of his body to mine, here in the middle of the empty parking lot. The sound of a car engine passes in the distance, and then it’s silent again, nothing but shadows, and the faint drift of noise and laughter through the tavern windows.
I stare at him, frozen. Muscle memory, they call it; when you do something so many times, that it becomes automatic, beyond all rational thought. To be so close to him, and not reach out… Hold him… Kiss him. It takes all the self-control I have not to give in to the temptation.
I can see it in his eyes, Emerson feels it too. And he was never about the self-control.
Before I can react, he’s closing the distance between us in a few powerful strides. He stops, just inches away, so close, I can feel the heat of his body radiating through his T-shirt.
Close enough to touch.
But still, I fight it, desperate. I clench my fingers at my sides to stop myself reaching up and running them through that dark hair of his, to feel the soft scratch of his stubble, trace the outline of his jaw. I always thought, I could draw his face by heart, but now, so close, I want to discover it all over again.
Emerson stares down at me, his eyes piercing my every defense until I’m sure he can see everything I’m feeling: my whole soul open and waiting for him. His eyes are hot as he reaches out, and slowly traces the line of my jaw.
I shudder. A shock sparks through me where his hand brushes my face: hot, and wild, it courses like quicksilver through my body—pooling low in my stomach.
Desire.
But still, I can’t move. I’m caught in the mesmerizing trap of his gaze, powerless to do anything as Emerson’s fingers slowly traces down my face. His thumb comes to rest on my lower lip, rough against my skin.
I gasp a ragged breath. Every nerve in my body is lit up, sparkling with need. My world shrinks, contracting to just his eyes, and touch, and the low, deep pull in my stomach.
I ache for him.
Emerson leans closer, breath hot against my cheek. I shudder again with the physicality of it, the pure, overwhelming desire. My eyes drift shut, so there’s nothing but feeling—no light, or world outside, just his body pressing closer to mine. A distant part of me is screaming to break away, but I can’t move, I can barely even breathe.
His lips find my ear. He whispers, rough and low.
“Well… Almost nothing.”
I feel a sudden rush of cold air as Emerson steps back away from me. I open my eyes to find him staring at me. His face is harshly set, a cruel smirk of triumph on his lips.
Triumph!
I gasp, humiliation crashing through me. This is all a game to him, trying to prove some point. And I fell for it! My cheeks burn, desire falling away as quickly as it came. Instead, it’s replaced with fury.
“You asshole!” I yell, shoving him away from me.
Emerson laughs, hard and metallic, like it’s all a big joke.
Inside, I’m cringing. I can’t imagine how I must have looked to him just now, panting after the smallest touch. Like a desperate little girl, I realize, shameful. Like a total miserable loser.
“You fucking jerk!” I scream again, trying to block out the humiliation with anger. “Get away from me!”
Emerson backs off, hands raised in surrender. His expression is mocking, and in the dark, he suddenly looks like a stranger: so harsh and remote.
I fumble my keys into the Camaro lock. “Just leave me alone,” I yell again, my whole body shaking. The door finally opens, and I slide into the seat. I slam the door and yank the keys in the ignition, sparking the engine to life. I speed away, tires squealing, but as I roar out of the parking lot, I can’t resist one last look back in the rearview mirror.
Emerson is nowhere to be seen. He didn’t stay to watch me go.
I force my eyes onto the road again, but I can’t keep the tears back any longer. They spill down my cheeks, hot and anguished. Pain floods my chest, a wretched ache.
That isn’t the man I fell in love with.
The realization is a fresh blow. The man who taunted me, so cruel, he’s not the Emerson I used to know. Emerson lived on the edge, sure, but he was always playful, so full of sharp energy and restless determination. The man back there was darker, bitter, battle-scarred. He looked at me with a grim determination, getting a perverse satisfaction from my humiliation the old Emerson would never have dreamed.
What happened to turn him into this person? Unease bubble to the surface of my mind, whispers I can’t hold back.
What if it’s all my fault?


CHAPTER THREE
I can’t sleep.
All through the night, I lay awake in the single guest bedroom, clutching the covers to my body and replaying the humiliating scene from the parking lot. Over and over, I see the mocking expression in his eyes, feel the rough stubble of his cheek scratch against mine…
Feel the ache of my body calling out to him.
No!
I leap out of bed, and pull on my sweater. I flip every light on as I head downstairs, as if the brightness can chase away my shadows, and attack the packing again with a vengeance—channeling all my pent up into the task ahead of me.
Don’t think about him, Juliet, I tell myself sternly. Don’t think about what he’s become.
I find an old FM radio on one of the shelves in the living room and plug it in, playing music loudly to drown out my wayward thoughts. At first, I tune it to my favorite country station, but every song seems to be about lost love and regret, so I flip the dial to a pop channel instead: blasting upbeat dance songs so loud I’m sure the neighbors can hear even half a mile away.
I pack and tape and trash until I’m too exhausted to think. I can’t bring myself to look through all the photograph albums and mementos—the last thing I need is to dredge up even more history—so I just piled them in a box and move on. My muscles ache and my head hurts, but I don’t trust myself to stop, not for a minute. Not for even a second, to let the memory of Emerson’s eyes creep into my mind, so shadowed and dark.
There was a time I couldn’t imagine him looking at me with such bitterness. Four years ago, we spent that summer in a tangle of breathless kisses, laying out on the beach under the hot blaze of sun, talking and laughing, just drinking each other in until the soft trace of his fingertips on my palm became too much to take and we would scramble, laughing, to find some privacy. Looking back, I can’t believe we were so shameless: sneaking off to the sand-dunes, the flatbed of his truck, the deserted woodlands on the outskirts of town... Anyplace we could steal a moment together, dizzy with passion, our tongues and fingertips discovering foreign lands; our bodies sliding together in a glorious sweat.
Closing my eyes to sink into the memory, I can almost taste him, salty on my tongue.
Then I snap out of it. What are you doing? I scold myself. What happened to not thinking about him?
All my happy memories of us together are just that: the past. I was young. I was stupid. I thought our love would last forever.
I was wrong.
Finally, night fades into dawn outside the window. I look around the room. The bookshelves are almost done, all the bric-a-brac divided up between donation boxes, and the few family heirlooms safely wrapped away.
I go fix a cup of coffee over the stove in the kitchen. I think with longing of the new coffee-shop in town, but there’s no way I’m going back there again, not if it means risking another run-in with Emerson. I settle for bitter instant grounds in a chipped mug, and take my brew and my textbooks out onto the back porch to watch the sun rise.
I sit in the peeling old rocker and breathe in the salty morning air. The beach is a still, silent stretch of golden sands under a pale sky, wave lapping gently at the shore. You can’t tell where our property ends and the beach begins: the wild grasses creep up to the edge of the wooden porch, and then make way for the dunes rolling down to the ocean. Dad always used to yell at us for tracking sand into the house, but there’s no keeping it at bay. It would find a way everywhere, the same day we arrived: in the soles of shoes, between the pages of books, trailing up the stairs.
I sip my coffee slowly, feeling the tug of sad nostalgia for those early, simpler times. We were happy here as kids, before the frayed edges of my parents’ marriage unraveled, one harsh insult at a time. But no, that’s not true—it was unraveling all along, I just couldn’t see it then. Back when I was younger, I didn’t notice the way mom turned to him for affection, like a flower craning for the sun. I didn’t see the contempt in his eyes, as he looked at his family, or hear the slurring cruelty in his voice every night after one too many drinks.
I often wonder what it cost her, to hide it from us. If she might have survived longer, if she wasn’t using all her strength to act like nothing was wrong.
I shake off the memories, my gaze drifting to the small garden shed set up on the far side of the property. It’s just a hut, wooden planks and a tarp roof, but I set my textbooks aside and walk across the lawn as if drawn by a magnetic force, my feet bare in the morning dew-damp grass.
I reach the shed, and raise one hand, slowly pushing the door open. The hinges screech and stick, but it opens. I step inside
It’s dark: windows covered with thick black drapes to block out all the light. I open the door wider, and blink to adjust to the shadows. Slowly, my eyes start to make out the shapes in the small room. A sink, a long work-bench, plastic washing buckets, a shelf full of chemicals. Everything exactly the way I left it.
The darkroom.
My grandpa built it, when he married my grandma. He was the photographer in the family, just a hobbyist, but he loved it enough to make this little darkroom, so my grandma wouldn’t complain about the chemicals and mess. He showed me how to develop my first roll of film here: exposing the print on special paper, then soaking it in the chemical baths, until slowly, the image became clear.
I practically lived in here, that summer. If I wasn’t out with Emerson, I’d be here, working on my prints. And sometimes, he’d come too—standing behind me, kissing a burning trail down my neck as I pored over the negatives, his hands roving over my body…
No! I warn myself sternly again. I am definitely not thinking about that.
I go to the shelves, and pull out an airtight box. Inside, I find canisters of undeveloped film, and my old camera, wrapped in an oilcloth. I lift it out gently. It’s dusty, but undamaged: the large lens, the square glass viewfinder, the settings that twist under my fingertips. It fits in my hand like it belongs there, yet another reminder of everything I left behind in this town that fateful summer.
Feeling its familiar weight, a sense of rightness settles through me. A calm I haven’t felt in a long while, not for one moment since driving past county lines.
I grab the bag of lenses hanging from the door, then turn on my heel and stride back to the house. I stop only to pull on my bikini and a pair of denim cut-offs, then I quickly lock up the house and slide into the Camaro, my camera resting in the passenger seat.
Study and packing can wait. I need a break, and I know just the place to go.
I drive out of town for about five miles, bumping along a dusty back road. The popular beaches are all back by the Cove: sheltered flat golden sands, and easy access to frozen drinks and ice-cream treats. Out here, the dunes are wild and untamed; waves whipped by the wind, unprotected. I climb out of the car and leave my sneakers in a heap on the sand, feeling the grains between my toes. I take another deep breath, feeling the tension flow out of my tired limbs. This is what I needed: away from everything, just me and the ocean.
I load a fresh film into the camera and lift it to my eye. It feels odd at first, like trying to use your hand after you’ve been sleeping on it and it’s all numb, but I click and wind on the film, and slowly, it all comes back to me. Color, and texture, and the twist of focus. And more than anything, the clarity, from looking at the world one step removed.
I clamber up the dunes and then race down to the beach in a rush of energy. The morning haze has lifted, and the sun beats down, warming my bare arms and whipping my hair around me in a tangle. I reach the ocean, and wade in, shrieking a little as the cold water surges against my legs.
There’s a bark from further down the beach, and then a golden Labrador joins me in the shallows. He jumps and splashes around me, panting.
I snap a few photos of him, laughing.
“Hey buddy!” I reach down to pet him. He’s got a mangy old tennis ball in his mouth, so I lever it out and then fake throw it. “You want to go fetch?” I tease him, pretending to throw it a couple more times. He’s eager and bouncing, a ball of shaggy energy. “OK, go!”
I toss the ball in to shore, and the dog takes off, bounding after it. I follow his path, zooming in to shoot more photos. Then my viewfinder lands on his owner in the distance, striding down from the dunes.
I freeze.
Emerson.
I zoom in even further to check, but it’s him alright: casual in cut-off denim and bare feet, his naked torso tanned and cut. He bends down to pet the dog, grinning affectionately, then sends him racing off down the beach to fetch a piece of driftwood. He looks like a different person to last night, relaxed and carefree. More like the man I used to know.
But that’s just because he hasn’t seen me yet.
I lower my camera, my stomach suddenly tied up in knots. I want to run and hide, but out here on the windswept beach, there’s no hiding. I watch anxiously as he straightens up, scanning the shoreline. His eyes land on me, and even from here, I can see his body stiffen.
There’s a long pause. For a minute I think he’s going to just turn around and leave without a word, but then he raises his hand in a hesitant wave.
I wave back.
Keep it together, Juliet, I tell myself. No more melting into a puddle of desire like last night.
I slowly wade back towards shore, as Emerson walks out towards the ocean. We meet in the shallows, standing ten feet away from each other with cool water slipping around our feet.
“Hi.” I say quietly. I feel even more naked than the night before: a bikini top, and my tiny shorts, but this time, Emerson isn’t devouring me with his eyes. He looks away, like he doesn’t even want to see me.
I wish I could pretend like I felt the same, but it would be a lie.
I can’t bring myself to look directly in his eyes yet, but my gaze can’t help roving over him, absorbing every detail all over again. In the bright sunshine, I can make out things I didn’t see last night—like the faint line of pale scar tissue running across one shoulder, and the freckles on his forearms that have multiplied over the years.
“Hey.” Emerson’s voice is awkward.
I brace myself, gathering all my courage. Then I look up, into those dark blue eyes. I feel a shiver through me, just as sharp as last night. This time at least, I’m prepared. I don’t flinch, or gasp, but still, I feel my skin prickle with his nearness. My nipples harden, and I thank God my bikini top is dark and padded to hide the evidence of my desire.
How can he do this to me, just by existing?
“You got a dog.”
The words are out before I realize how dumb they sound. Way to state the obvious, Juliet!
If Emerson thinks I’m acting like a fool, he doesn’t say it. He nods, and his tense expression relaxes, just a little. “His name’s Eastwood. I found him out by the highway, a couple of years ago. His owners just dumped him out there.”
“That’s terrible!”
Emerson’s lips curl up. “That’s right, you always were a soft touch with animals.” He looks at me, softer. “Remember that stray cat that used to come around? You left milk out for it every time, even though we all said you’d never get rid of it.”
“The poor thing was hungry!” I protest. “I couldn’t just let it starve.”
“By the end of summer, you were fending off every stray in town.” Emerson laughs. “I don’t know what they did with themselves when you left.”
He stops, the laughter dying on his lips as he realizes what he’s said.
When I left.
I feel a clench of panic watching the memories darken in his gaze. I brace myself for another cutting comment, more of the anger and cruelty from last night, but instead, Emerson takes a long breath, exhaling slowly.
“I… I want to say I’m sorry. For last night.”
I blink in surprise. Of everything I expected him to say, an apology never even made the list.
Emerson is looking down, at the ripples in the surf, but when he finally drags his gaze up to meet mine, the expression on his face is full of regret. He means it.
“No,” I say quickly. “It’s fine.”
“It wasn’t.” Emerson gives a bitter laugh. “You were right, I was a total fucking jerk. I… don’t know what to tell you,” he shrugs. “I guess, it was seeing you again. I didn’t know what to do.”
“It’s fine!” I say again, stronger this time. “Really, don’t think twice about it. I know I haven’t!”
My voice sounds bright and fake to me, but I paste on a careless grin, like I really didn’t mind him being such a jackass. What else am I supposed to do: tell him that I cried all the way home, hating that he could look at me with such hollow disappointment in his eyes?
Emerson nods slowly. “OK then.”
There’s another pause, long and drawn out and filled with everything I can’t say.
How did we get to this place? I wonder, my heart aching as I watch him turn back to the beach for a moment to check on Eastwood. We used to talk for hours, overflowing with words. I could tell him things I’d never admitted to anyone, about my fucked-up family, my hopes and dreams and darkest secrets. We were closer than I ever thought possible, like we shared a single soul, and now, to have it come to this? Emerson is standing right next to me but the look in his eyes is so far away.
It’s tragic.
But who am I kidding? I tell myself harshly. I know how we got here.
I got us here. I’m as much to blame as anyone.
I can’t take it anymore. This is as bad as last night, only instead of shock and anger and desire undoing me, now, it’s simple distance.
“I should…” I gesture vaguely towards the shore, not able to take this heartbreaking awkwardness for a moment longer.
“Oh.” I could swear I see disappointment flicker across Emerson’s face, but I must be imagining it. “Right,” he says, “You’ve probably got a lot to do. With the house.”
“Right.” I echo, feeling an ache in my chest so hard I have to remind myself to breathe.
I walk slowly back onto the sand. Emerson falls into step beside me, an arm’s length away. Even though we’re not touching—not even close—I still feel his presence beside me: the familiar confident saunter, the way his tall, broad body dwarves mine. I have to clutch my camera with both hands to make sure I don’t reach out to catch his fingers in mine, like we always used to do.
But the worst part, I realize suddenly, is that however awkward and painful and miserable these last few minutes with him have been, I can’t bear for them to end. It’s fucked-up, I know, but being around Emerson, however painful, is better than not being with him at all. Never being around him again.
I search my brain for something to say, trying to drag out this moment.
“How’s Brit?” I ask quickly. His younger sister was always a source of drama when I saw him last. Barely in her teens, she was already running around with boys and staying out all night, her skirts hiked up and shirts unbuttoned low. “She must be, what, nineteen now?”
“Yup.” Emerson nods. “I got her through high-school, barely,” he adds. “She waitresses at the bar some nights. I’m trying to talk to her about fashion school, so she can do something with her designs, but… You know Brit.” His voice is wry, but full of affection, and I’m reminded all over again of the side to Emerson he doesn’t let the rest of the world see: the big brother, single-handedly trying to raise two younger siblings, while his mom fell in and out of addiction and bad relationships.
“And Ray Jay?” I have to ask, but I brace myself for the reply all the same. Emerson’s brother was trouble, plain and simple. The teenager I’d known was full of anger and wild, reckless rage. Emerson had been doing his best to keep him in line, but Ray Jay hated him almost as much as he hated being stuck in a small town.
“He’s not my problem anymore.” Emerson’s voice is casual, like he’s joking, but I hear the twist under his nonchalance. “Kid skipped town the day he turned eighteen. Last I heard, he was out in Tallahassee, doing God knows what.”
“I’m sorry,” I say quietly.
He shrugs, “I don’t really blame him. I mean, I wanted to get the fuck out of town when I was his age too.”
“But you didn’t.” I say softly, thinking of all his sacrifice and selfless responsibility. “You stayed.”
“Someone had to.” Emerson’s voice twists. I think of his mom, and dad too, everyone who’s walked away from him. And me.
My heart catches. Is he talking about me?
I left, four long years ago. I was the one who got the fuck out of town then, and left Emerson here alone. Sure, he was the one who told me to go, but I could have fought him harder, I could have made him see. I let him push me away, and I’ve hated myself for it ever since. I felt like my heart was shattered into a million tiny pieces walking away, but I realize now for the first time, he must have felt it too, watching me go.
I feel sadness and regret course through me, a familiar empty ache I hoped would fade in time. The sharp pull of emotion; the sting in the back of my throat.
I quickly lift my camera and snap off a few more photos of the dog, which is careening wildly across the sand. The camera hides my face for a minute, and I use the escape to take a few quick breaths, desperately using every ounce of self-control to pull myself back together.
You can do this, I remind myself. This is nothing. You’ve kept it together through worse. God, so much worse.
The reality check works. When I finally lower the camera again—composed—I find Emerson watching me with a crooked half-grin on his beautiful face.
“Still taking photos,” he smiles. “You must be done with art school now.”
“Oh.” I stop. “I didn’t go in the end… I mean, I went to college,” I add, self-conscious, “But not for that. I haven’t picked this thing up in years.”
“You quit?!” Emerson exclaims harshly.
I step back, shocked at the angry look on his face. “No, I just, had school, and… stuff.” I explain, feebly. “There wasn’t time for hobbies.”
Especially ones that remind me of him.
“I can’t believe this.” Emerson stares at me in disbelief. “You were talking about art schools, and your portfolio. And you just let it all go to waste?”
“I was busy!” I protest loudly, bridling at the accusation in his tone. Why is he looking at me like I failed him? My breath comes fast as I feel the heat of anger rise in my chest. “I double-majored in finance and accounting.” I tell him loudly. “I had real, important things on my plate.”
“Bullshit,” Emerson’s voice is loud. His eyes flash dark and angry at me, face set in a scowl. “Photography was your passion! You loved it.”
I loved you.
I shake off the haunting whisper. What gives him the right to judge me for this?
“So what was I supposed to do?” I challenge him. My arms are folded angrily across my chest, and I hear my voice rising, but I can’t calm down now. “Go off to art school, and then, what, spend my life living paycheck to paycheck, trying to struggle through as an artist?” I shake my head, furious. “I made an investment in my future. Accountancy is one of the fastest-growing sectors of the financial market,” I insist. “There will always be jobs going. It’s a safe choice.”
“And photography was a risk?” Emerson demands back.
“Yes!” I cry. I can feel my skin blushing red with anger, but I won’t back down. “Art school would have been a stupid, reckless choice. I would have regretted it for the rest of my life!”
My voice echoes on the windswept beach.
Emerson takes a ragged gasp of air and flinches back. He looks like I’ve slapped him.
Suddenly, I realize. We’re not talking about my college choice anymore.
“Emerson…” I start, but then my voice fades. What am I supposed to say?
“Don’t.” He cuts me off roughly. “I get it. It’s good to know, you made the right choice.”
No! I want to cry out. That’s not what I meant!
But Emerson is glowering at me, his chest rising and falling quickly with his barely-contained temper. I stare back, and for a moment, we’re frozen there, neither of us willing to back down.
Finally, Emerson exhales. “So much for civil,” he mutters, almost to himself.
“What?” I ask cautiously.
He gives me a wry shrug. “I told myself, I’d at least try to be civil to you.”
Civil.
His words send a fresh ripple of pain through me as I realize the bleak truth behind his words. If that’s the best he can hope for—if he has to force himself to even say a polite word to me—then this is so much worse than I ever imagined.
“I have to go!” I blurt, lurching away from him. I stumble in the sand, and nearly fall. Emerson puts his hand out to steady me, reaching for my arm.
I freeze, feeling heat course through me from the contact of his hand on my bare skin. I look up, helpless, into his eyes. Emerson gazes back. Something ricochets between us, that undeniable flood of desire and longing and memories of his skin, hot and damp against mine…
I pull back like I’ve been burned.
“Bye,” I tell him quickly, before I come undone right in front of him. “Take care of yourself.” I add, and my voice comes out so clipped and distant, I sound like a stranger.
Emerson blinks. “Uh, sure. You too.”
I don’t stick around to humiliate myself any longer. I take off, scrambling back up the dunes as fast as my legs will carry me. My thighs burn as I clamber up the sand, but I don’t stop, even for a second. I know this is the last time I’ll ever see him, but force myself not to turn back for one more look. Not that I need to: I have the image of him burned onto my brain now, more permanent than any photograph. Face set with disappointment, harsh and angry to know what I’ve made of myself.
His judgment stings, and I feel my protests rise up in me, all the drive home. I didn’t quit anything! I made the right call, I reassure myself. I had to. I picked myself up after his cruel rejection, and did what I could to mend my broken heart. The life I’ve chosen is solid, and real—not some flighty dream of art school, and God knows whatever would come after. After everything I’ve been through, I couldn’t face the insecurity that comes from that kind of life: living paycheck to paycheck, never knowing what’s around the corner. I’d had enough poverty and instability to last a lifetime—enough grief, at the tragic curveballs the world could fling my way.
I was done with reckless, I wanted safe and sure and true.
Emerson made sure of that.


CHAPTER FOUR
By the time I reach the beach house, a storm of emotions are whirling through me. Pain over Emerson’s anger, defensiveness at the way he judged me, and a fresh wave of regret over everything else I lost that summer.
Part of me wishes I never came back to Cedar Cove at all. I remember my stupid confidence on the drive out, so sure I could make it through without even seeing Emerson, let alone falling into a hundred shattered pieces with just one look, one touch… Now look at me, fleeing the scene of our meeting like I’m running for my life. If only my feelings could be packed away as easily as the house: wrapped up in tissue and plastic bubble-wrap, and stacked neatly in a box. No messy breakdowns, or treacherous longing, tugging at my heart every time I look at him. I could throw the lot in storage, bolt the door, and never have to think about him ever again.
I drag my thoughts out of the dark past, and turn down the drive. There’s another car parked up by the house: a battered VW yellow Beetle, with fluffy dice and dream-catchers hanging from the rearview mirror.
Right away, my heart lifts. I shove the Camaro into park and leap out of the car, racing across the lawn to where the person I need most in the world right now is waiting on the porch.
“Lacey!”
I hurl myself into my best friend’s arms and hug her tight. Relief sweeps through me. For the second time today, I have to swallow back tears, but this time, they’re tears of gladness.
“You have no idea how happy I am to see you,” I say, still hugging her.
“Mneugh! Boobs! Crushed!” Lacey manages, against my neck.
I release her, grinning. “Sorry, I just missed you so much!”
“You’ve been gone, like, two days!” Lacey points out. Her choppy blonde hair is pushed back with a pair of oversized shades, and she’s wearing an oversized guy’s singlet over a red bikini that matches her smear of bright lipgloss. Bright, bold, brash—that’s Lacey.
“But what are you doing here?” I ask, the surprise wearing off. “You didn’t say you were coming.”
“You need me.” Lacey announces. “To deal with all this ex shit.”
How does she know? I haven’t even told her about last night with Emerson, or what just happened this morning.
I bite my lip. “I said I was fine.”
Lacey rolls her wide blue eyes. “Yeah, with like five exclamation points. If that isn’t a cry for help, I don’t know what is.”
I pause for another moment, still tense, but then I relax and laugh. Only Lacey could read between the lines like that. She can always see through my bullshit. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.” I decide.
“Me too,” Lacey leans in the open window of the Bug, and lifts out a brown paper bag. I can hear the clink of glass inside, and see the top of a bag of chips peeking out the top. Cool Ranch, our go-to comfort snacking. “And I came prepared. Come on, you’re going to tell me everything!”
* * *
A few hours, three beers, and two bags of Cool Ranch Doritos later, and I’ve just about caught Lacey up on everything that’s happened over the last forty-eight hours.
“Shit.” Lacey says at the end of it all. We’re sprawled out in the remains of the living room, surrounded by junk food wrappers and empty bottles.
I turn my head and look over from where I’m laying down on the floor in front of the couch. “That’s all you’ve got to say?” I ask, “I tell you the great and epic tale of how I went from fine to a total fucking mess in like, a day flat, and the best you’ve got to offer is, ‘shit’? Aren’t you the English major?”
“Hey!” Lacey hurls a pillow at my head. “Give me a minute to process here.”
I wait, scavenging crumbs from the bottom of the chip bag. The beer has sent a pleasant buzz through my body, and with Lacey around, I’m beginning to feel more like myself, and less like the whirlwind of pure emotion I was earlier at the beach.
Finally, Lacey sits up. She waves her bottle dramatically. “Now I’ve had time to think about it, I’m ready to share my thoughts on your weird and messed up life.”
I beat out a drum-roll on the bare floorboards.
“What I have to say to you is this,” she continues. “Motherfucker.”
I blink.
“Mother fucker.” Lacey says again, drawing out each syllable.
I collapse into giggles.
“What? It’s true. He breaks your heart into a million fucking pieces, and then has the nerve to judge you for your choices? Asshole.” Lacey takes a long gulp of beer, and then gives a burp.
“Real classy.” I joke, to distract myself from the other things she said.
“That’s me, babe!” She winks. Then her smile softens. “Honestly, hon, I don’t know what to say. How do you feel about it?”
“I told you…” I trail off, uncomfortable at the question.
“Ah, but you haven’t.” Lacey points her bottle at me. “You’ve said what happened, and what he said, and what you said. But you still haven’t actually told me about how all of this is making you feel.”
I don’t reply. What can I say? That despite everything, I forget myself when I look in his eyes? That one touch from him, and it’s like my body is burning up, so full of desire I can hardly see straight? No, I can’t tell her any of that. Somehow, admitting out loud what Emerson does to me would be like a betrayal – of Daniel, and the life we’re building together, and everything I’ve worked so hard to achieve. It’s a secret; my dark secret, just another to add to the collection.
“I feel like… I need another beer.” I say finally, reaching for the bag. It’s empty. “You only bought one pack?” I cry, making my voice louder and more dramatic to distract Lacey from her still un-answered question.
She gives me a look, like she knows exactly what I’m doing. “I didn’t think this was a three-alarm fire,” she points out.
“There’s a liquor store in town,” I suggest. “We could just cut the crap and get some tequila. And pizza. I’m hungry,” I frown, yawning. I’ve lost track of time with our afternoon gabfest, but I know I haven’t eaten since… The PB&J sandwich I cobbled together last night? I shake my head. No wonder the beer is doing a number on me already, I’m running on nothing except fumes here.
Lacey struggles upright. “Ooh, wait! I know what we need to do!” She crawls over to her purse, and rummages around. She pulls out a bright blue flyer. “Party time!” she announces. “I saw this on my way into town. A big thing, down at the harbor tonight.”
“A party? No fucking way.” I shut it down quickly, before she can get carried away.
Too late.
“But it’ll be fun, just what you need!” Lacey proclaims. “Food, booze, some dancing, some cute guys… That last part’s for me,” she adds, climbing to her feet. “You have enough to worry about, with Daniel and the Ex.”
“Lacey, I can’t.” I say, feeling a tremor of nerves. “Something like this, he’ll be there, for sure.”
“And you’re going to let him run your life?” Lacey challenges.
“Yes!” I cry. “Just until I leave Cedar Cove.”
“Psh.” Lacey shakes her head so fast her hair flies out in a tangled halo around her head. “I never figured you for a pussy.”
“I’m not.” I try not to let her bait me. “I’m being sensible. The last thing I want is another awful run-in with him!”
“Or maybe you’re just scared it won’t be awful,” Lacey adds, her eyes gleaming. “Maybe, you’re afraid that if you see him again, you won’t be able to resist dropping your panties and having one last goodbye fuck.”
My chest constricts. Am I really that obvious?
“Fine.” I spit, getting to my feet. “We’ll go. I don’t care.”
Anything to prove her wrong.
“Yay!” Lacey claps her hands together. “You and me, out on the town… After you go do something about that.” She gestures up and down, from my head to my bare feet. “I love you, but you look a mess.”
“It’s just a cookout,” I protest, reaching up to pat at my now-tangled hair. “Everyone’ll be totally casual.”
“All the more reason to look drop dead fucking hot,” Lacey declares. “Come on, don’t you want to look fine for the Ex?” she asks mischievously.
“No!” I gasp, folding my arms across my chest.
She sighs. “Fine then. Look good for me. I’m the one who has to stare at your raggedy-ass face all night. Just a little bit of mascara…” she comes over to me and begins prodding at my face and shirt. “And maybe a cute top, and a skirt, and some lipstick…”
“OK, OK!” I bat her hands away. I know Lacey well enough to know, she doesn’t quit. Better I save us both the hassle of her bugging me all night. “I give up. Do whatever you want to me!”
“That’s what all the boys say.” Lacey winks.
Since I’m already buzzed on the beer, and I figure we have a long night of drinking ahead of us, I convince Lacey to trade the Bug for a pair of bicycles. We ride into town, unsteady on the rusted old frames, making wide loops on the empty road.
“You should have told me about the biking part before we got dressed!” Lacey huffs along beside me, her short pink sundress hiked up high as she pedals.
“Like that would have made a difference,” I laugh. “You didn’t bring anything that hits past your thigh!”
“Yeah, but maybe I wouldn’t have worn my lucky thong.” She shoots back, sticking her tongue out at me.
“Guess my panties aren’t so boring now,” I tease, sing-song. We’ve already fought about my dull taste in underwear. Lacey brought a backseat full of clothing—enough to last a month—and she insisted on dressing me up in a short, white denim mini and colorful print tank. She layered my wrists with metallic bracelets that jangle in the night, and finished off the look by scrunching my damp hair into loose ringlets, and painting me with blusher and gloss.
When I saw the result in the mirror, I have to admit, I was pleased. If I’m going to venture back into town again, there’s nothing wrong with looking good for it, I decide.
Now, as we reach Main Street and cycle down to the harbor, I feel my nerves kick, all over again. I can already hear the music and laughter from the crowd down by the docks, and I wonder if Emerson is among them, knocking back a beer with friends. Or worse, a girl.
“Don’t make that face!” Lacey cries, “That face is banned tonight, you understand?”
“It’s my face!” I protest weakly.
“Yeah, and you look like you’re heading in to have Marta rip hot wax of your va-jay-jay.” Lacey retorts.
I can’t help but giggle.
“See? Better!” Lacey cheerleads. “Trust me, by the end of the night, I’ll have you forgetting this guy ever existed. Me, or tequila, anyway.”
We reach the harbor and chain the bikes up against a railing. I look around. It’s early, but there’s already a huge crowd. Music is blasting loud, with food stalls and tables set up serving fresh shrimp and crabcakes. There’s a makeshift bar with beers and liquor, and the party continues all the way across the harbor: boats playing more music, lights strung up along the dock. I see locals, and unfamiliar faces; tourists and college kids, and families too. It’s a real party, and I can’t help but feel a small sense of anticipation.
Then my eyes catch a face in the crowd: a dark-haired girl dressed in tiny cut-off shorts and a black bikini top. She’s draped over a skeevy-looking guy, doing shots. I freeze.
“Fuck,” Lacey feels me tense up beside her. “Is he here?”
I shake my head. “No. It’s just his sister.”
I’m about to turn away when Brit’s eyes meet mine in the crowd. Her face goes dark. She shoves the guy aside and marches over towards us.
I feel a flutter of nerves. I always got on fine with Brit—but that was before I skipped town, and broke her brother’s heart. The gangly teenager I knew back then has been replaced by this curvaceous girl with kohl- rimmed eyes and a nose-ring—and murder in her eyes.
She reaches us, glaring.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” Brit demands. Her voice is loud and accusing, and the people nearby turn to stare.
I blush. “Hey, Brit, how’s it going?” I ask feebly, backing up.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Brit exclaims. “You’ve got some nerve, showing up here after what you did.”
I blink, confused. What I did?
Brit takes another step forward, getting up in my face, but before I can say a word, Lacey steps in front of me.
“Woah there!” Lacey says. “Why don’t you back the fuck off?”
Brit’s mouth drops open.
“We’re just here for the party,” Lacey tells her, glaring. “So why don’t you run on back to lover-boy before he finds some other skank to fool around with.”
She points to where Brit’s guy is hitting on some blonde girl, his eyes fixed to her chest while she pouts and twists her hair.
Brit’s eyes flash with rage, and I can see her struggle between giving me a public takedown versus taking care of her own business. In the end, her guy wins.
“Just stay away from Emerson, you hear me.” She points threateningly at me. Again, Lacey moves to block Brit’s rage.
“That’s the plan, sweetheart. Go on, scoot.”
With a final glare, Brit stalks away.
I slowly exhale.
“Wow,” Lacey turns back to me, grinning. “All these years, you’ve been so good and quiet… turns out, you kept all the drama right here.”
“She didn’t used to be like that,” I protest quickly. “She was a cool kid. Into fashion design, and ponies.”
“Yeah, well that’s not the kind of riding she does anymore.” Lacey snorts. Over by the water, Brit is yelling at the long-haired guy while the blonde smartly slips away.
I turn back, still confused by Brit’s venom, but glad a public showdown has been avoided. “Thanks,” I tell Lacey. “For stepping in back there.”
“I’ve always got your back.” Lacey promises. “And now it’s your turn to return the favor—as my wing-woman.” She nods over to the bar area, where a cluster of cute guys are waiting in line.
I laugh, relieved. This at least I’ve got practice in. “Lead the way, lady.”
We fill our plates with food, and then head on over to the bar. Lacey works her usual magic, fluttering her eyelashes and pressing in close, and like magic, a space opens up for us in the packed scrum.
“You didn’t tell me this town was so full of cute,” Lacey drawls, checking out the scene. “But I guess you were otherwise occupied.”
“Uh huh,” I murmur, distracted. I anxiously sweep the crowd, looking for Emerson’s familiar powerful build.
“Earth to Juliet!” Lacey snaps her fingers. I turn back. “Come on,” she demands, “help me get the bartender’s attention, this place is swamped.”
I obediently try to find the guy in charge of the mayhem.
Then I feel it.
Something makes my skin prickle, and suddenly, I feel a wash of nervous exhilaration flood through my system.
Emerson.
I don’t even turn right away, but I know he’s here, somewhere. I can’t explain it, but it’s like my body has a special radar, just for him. I would know him in a hurricane, in a snow-storm, if I was deaf and blind. My body knows him by heart.
Slowly, I turn around.
There he is, over on the other side of the makeshift dance-floor. He’s staring at me with a dark, unreadable expression, wearing black jeans, and a faded grey T-shirt that hugs every muscle and sinew of his tanned torso. There’s a girl beside him, some stacked brunette with a tiny sundress on, chatting away, but his eyes don’t leave mine.
The world shrinks again, to just the look in his eyes, and the sound of my heartbeat.
I stifle a whimper, caught in his gaze.
“Boom, victory.” Lacey lines up a row of tequila shots. She hasn’t noticed me staring across the crowd, too busy setting out the lime and salt. “Babe? Seriously, get in the game already.”
I drag my eyes away from him, and grab the first shot glass. I down it in one, gagging at the sharp bitterness, then grab a wedge of lime to suck on.
“That’s my girl!” Lacey cheers. “What should we cheer to?”
I look back for Emerson, but he’s nowhere to be seen.
“The future.” I say, turning my back reaching for the next shot.
“Fuck yeah!” Lacey whoops. “The future!”


CHAPTER FIVE
Night falls, and the party kicks up a notch. A country rock-style band sets up by the bar, and soon the open space is packed, a makeshift dance-floor under lanterns and the lights from the buildings nearby. Lacey gets into the party spirit: chatting, flirting, dancing with the steady stream of guys who always seem to buzz about her. There’s something about her energy, infectious and playful, that always attracts a crowd. Whether she cares enough to keep any of them around for long… Well, that’s another thing.
I play along too: downing shots, smiling on cue to Lacey’s funny stories, and even dancing along on the edge of the group, trying to lose myself in the rhythm and laughter. But I only half-way relax. No matter what I do, I can’t stop myself from checking on Emerson, glancing to see if he’s around. There’s no sign of him anywhere, but I know he’s here somewhere, he has to be.
I feel it.
And who the hell was that girl I saw him with? I feel a stab of jealousy, even though I know it’s ridiculous. She was cute, but why wouldn’t she be? I’m surprised girls aren’t lining up to try it on with Emerson, and hell, maybe they are. Maybe there’s been a parade of them since I left, one after the other, after the other…
I gulp down the rest of my drink – some fruity punch cocktail thing this time – and try not to think about it. He can date whoever he wants. I have Daniel. It doesn’t mean a thing to me.
“Perfect timing!” Lacey announces.
I look up. She’s back from the bar with another round of drinks. I grimace,
“I think I’m done,” I tell her, waving away the fresh cup. My head is spinning now, and the lights are starting to blur in front of my tired eyes.
“Lightweight,” Lacey teases. “Oh well, more for me! Hey, Garrett!” she calls, waving someone over.
I turn. It’s the blonde bartender from Jimmy’s Tavern, grinning in a stubbly beard and plaid shirt. He’s balancing a plate full of funnel cake like a pro, weaving through the crowd.
“I said how hungry I was, and he offered to get something. Isn’t that sweet?” Lacey coos.
“You’re a piece of work, Lacey Sullivan,” I laugh.
“Cute, huh?” Lacey whispers to me, as he approaches. “You’re good if I crash somewhere else tonight?”
“Sure,” I laugh. “One of us should get some.”
And it definitely won’t be me.
“This is my friend, Juliet,” Lacey introduces us when Garrett arrives.
“It’s good to meet you.” I shake his hand. “Again.”
Lacey raises an eyebrow. “You guys know each other?”
“We met the other night,” Garrett explains good-naturedly. “She owes me for all those broken glasses I had to clear up.”
“Wait, what?” Lacey looks confused.
I bite my lip apologetically. “I’m so sorry about that! Garrett was working the night of the fight,” I explain quickly to Lacey.
Her eyes widen. “Awesome! I mean, not that you had to clean up,” she adds, running her hand over Garrett’s bicep flirtatiously. “But you got to see the whole thing. Was Jules exaggerating, or did Emerson really pound that guy?”
“Oh, he destroyed him alright.” Garrett laughs, taking a sip from his bottle of beer. “Kenny needed a couple of stitches.”
I wince. “I really am sorry,” I say again. Then I think of something else, and gasp. “Shit, did Emerson get in trouble?” I ask anxiously. “I don’t want him to wind up barred for life, or anything.”
“Nah, he’s good,” Garrett replies, looking amused. “Dude can’t bar himself.”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
He looks at me. “You know, Jimmy’s is his place. He owns it. Isn’t that right, boss?” Garrett looks past me.
My heart skips a beat, and then I hear Emerson’s voice, the low drawl that sends shivers skittering down my spine.
“What’s that, you talking smack about me?” Emerson’s voice is easy and teasing. “Watch your mouth, or I’ll fire your ass.”
“No way man,” Garrett grins. “I’m the one who brings in the college chick crowd. They love me,” he winks at Lacey, who giggles.
“Full of yourself much,” she smacks his arm playfully, and the two begin to flirt and banter.
I sit there, not moving a muscle. Suddenly, I’m the kind of dizzy that has nothing to do with the countless drinks I’ve consumed. I feel Emerson beside me, but I can’t bring myself to turn, or look up into his eyes.
It’s only this morning we were on the beach together, only last night we were fighting in the parking lot. How could he have flipped my world upside down in just twenty-four hours?
“Hey Jules.” His voice is quiet.
“Hi.” I reply. I look down, picking at the skin on the edge of my nail. Fuck, I realize, I’ve already destroyed my manicure.
Lacey finally drags her attention away from Garrett. She looks at me, then up at Emerson, and back again. She suddenly chokes on her beer as she puts two and two together. “Oh, shit.” she exclaims. “It’s the ex!”
What the hell? I want to scream. Way to be subtle, Lacey! I send her a furious look.
“I mean, hey, I’m Lacey.” She covers quickly. “And, uh, we’re going to go dance. Isn’t that right, stud?” She grabs Garrett by the hand.
“Sure thing, sweetheart.” He grins, finishing his beer.
They’re leaving me alone? With Emerson?!
“Wait, Lacey—“ I try to protest, but she just winks at me, and drags Garrett off over to where couples are dancing to the live rock band.
Shit.
I take a short breath, and sneak a sideways look at Emerson. He’s watching the crowd, tapping his foot along with the band. Casual. OK, so that’s how we’re going to play it. I can do casual. “So, you own Jimmy’s now?” I say, “That’s great. Why didn’t you say?”
Emerson gives me a measured look. “You didn’t ask.”
I stop. How is this my fault? “Yeah, well I didn’t exactly have time, what with you pummeling a guy, pretending like you were going to make out with me, then judging every one of my life choices.”
My reply whips out before I can stop it. I clamp my hand over my mouth, and stare at the shocked expression on Emerson’s face. He so wasn’t expecting that!
But why the hell shouldn’t I say it? It’s the truth, after all. I let out a giggle, unable to stop myself.
His expression changes.
“You’re drunk.” He says shortly.
I shrug, defensive. “So what if I am?”
“You never could hold your liquor.” He shakes his head, and takes another gulp of his beer. “I wonder, what else has changed…?” Emerson’s mouth curves into a lascivious smile. “You still make that breathy noise when you come?”
I gasp, shocked. “Fuck you!”
“Already been there, darlin’.” He gives me a lazy look, eyes skimming over my body from head to toe. Suddenly, I get a flashback to his mouth following that same path.
Licking slowly down my body until I’m panting and wet for him, arching mindlessly, my fingers tangled in his hair, clutching his mouth hard against me—
I leap up, folding my arms defensively over my chest. I can feel my cheeks blushing bright red, but I can’t let him see how much he’s affecting me.
“Whatever,” I shrug. “I’m going home.” I take a couple of steps away from him, then grab onto the bench for support as my head spins.
“Easy, jay-bird.” Emerson moves to catch my arm, but I shake him off. “You’re not driving anywhere.” He tells me, matter of fact.
“I’m not planning to.” I shoot back. “We rode the bikes here.”
Emerson smirks, his eyes glinting dark under the lanterns. “You’re going to cycle back, two miles, in the dark, wasted?”
“Don’t even try and stop me.” I glare.
He shakes his head, amused. “This I gotta see.”
I find Lacey on the dance-floor with Garrett, and let her know that I’m leaving. She doesn’t take much convincing, already leaning in close to him with her arms around his waist.
“I’ll get her home safe,” Garrett winks at me.
“Yeah,” Lacey coos back, “But to whose home?”
I leave them laughing, and stalk back across the party to where we locked the bikes up. Emerson strolls behind me, and I do my best to keep walking in a straight line. “Stop following me!” I call over my shoulder.
“It’s a free country.” The laughing reply comes.
I grit my teeth, and haul the bike up, trying to mount it without showing off my underwear to the whole entire world. And Emerson. It takes three tries, but I finally get my leg over the saddle and feet lined up for the pedals.
“You know, I can give you a ride.” He points out. He’s leaning up against the railing, watching me wheel out to the street.
“No thanks.” I push off, and shakily start pedaling away. There! “See? I’m fine, perfectly capable of taking myself home—“
The front wheel suddenly catches on a pothole, and I go hurtling to the ground with a crash. I cry out in pain as my knee scrapes on the gravel; my ankle twisting under the metal frame as I slam against the concrete.
“Juliet!” I hear the concern in Emerson’s yell, and a moment later, he’s beside me. “Are you OK?” he demands, lifting the bike off me as if it weighs nothing. “Jesus, you really are wasted. Are you out of your fucking mind trying to ride like this? You could have hit a car or something!”
“Fine! You’re right! Happy now?” I demand, trying to hold back a sob. My knee stings like crazy, and there’s a sharp shooting pain in my ankle. But worse than that is the humiliation of looking like a total fucking mess in front of Emerson.
He softens. “Just wait here, I’ll go get my truck.”
“I’m fine!” I insist. I try to get up, but pain shoots through my foot again. I let out a yelp, and crumple back to the ground.
“Don’t move,” Emerson tells me, and then jogs away.
I sit on the side of the street, sniffling with pained tears. Where does he expect me to go? I can barely even stand, let alone run away. If I could, I’d hit the road, and not stop until I was all the way back in the city locked safely in Daniel’s arms.
Daniel. I feel a twinge of guilt, and check my phone. He’s texted twice tonight already, so I quickly tap out a reply.
All good. Lacey’s partying it up, I’m heading home 2 sleep.
Within minutes, a brand-new blue truck comes to a stop beside me. I tuck my phone away, guilty as Emerson jumps down, and throws the bike in the back. “You need me to carry you?” he asks.
“No!” I cry quickly. I manage to get upright and hobble over to the truck. It hurts like hell, but it’s better than the alternative: me, in Emerson’s arms, crushed up against that strong, chiseled chest…
I clamber up into the passenger seat. The door slams. Emerson is in the driver’s seat beside me. He looks over, then rolls his eyes. “Here,” he shoves a wad of paper towels at me. “Clean yourself up, you look pathetic.”
“Gee, thanks for the sympathy.” I snipe back
“I’m driving you home. How much more sympathy do you want?”
“None. Absolutely nothing at all.” I reach over to turn the radio up, some classic Springsteen song, and then turn to stare out of the window. Emerson gets the message, because he doesn’t speak again, not until we’ve pulled into the driveway back at the beach house, and he’s turned the engine off. “Don’t move,” he says, getting down and coming around to my side. “Come on,” he says, holding out a hand for me.
“I don’t need your help,” I inform him icily. I ignore his hand, and try to scramble down myself—without putting any weight on my ankle, which by now feels like it’s swollen to twice its normal size.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Jules.” Emerson growls, then before I can resist, he puts one arm under my legs, the other around my torso, and swings me out into his arms.
“Put me down!” I yelp, shocked at the feel of his body, so close to mine. “Emerson!”
He ignores me, striding up the steps to the porch. I struggle against his body, but his arms are like steel around me. I’m helpless against the flood of sensation overwhelming me: the heat of him, the deep, masculine scent, the friction of his shirt against my bare arms. “Emerson,” I try again, desperate. “I’m warning you!”
Emerson looks down at me, his dark eyes flashing. “Do you ever shut the hell up?”
He opens the door, and takes me through the hallway to the living room, depositing me gently on the couch. I scoot back the minute he lets go of me, trying to put the maximum distance between our bodies.
“I told you I was fine.” I snap angrily.
“Yeah, well your ankle says different.” Emerson glowers down at me. “Maybe you should pay more attention to what your body’s telling you.”
He strides off into the house, leaving me weak and breathless with his last words. What my body is telling me? God, if I did that, I’d be naked and on top of him right now.
Argh! I let out a small cry of frustration. This was exactly why I was afraid to come back here—why I tried to bail on the party tonight. It’s not that I don’t know what my body wants, it’s that I sure as hell can’t ever allow myself to have it.
Like, ever.
Because I know how that ends: with me alone, and heartbroken, wishing I’d never laid eyes on him in the first place.
Emerson returns from the kitchen with a damp cloth and the old tin first-aid kit. He kneels down at my feet beside the couch, and takes my injured leg in his hands.
I flinch away from his touch.
“Hold still,” he grounds out. One look from him, and I obey—his whole face is set and determined, lips pressed in a grim line. Clearly, having to take care of me is the worst thing in the world to him right now.
“Your ankle should be fine,” Emerson says, carefully rotating my bare foot in his hands. “It’s not broken or sprained. I’ll get this knee cleaned up.”
“I can do it myself,” I snap, watching him dab the wet towel to clean up the gravel and blood.
“Like you could cycle home? Or take care of yourself in the bar?” Emerson shoots back. “I’m surprised you’re not dead in a gutter if this is how you’ve been carrying on the last four years.”
Before I can reply, he takes the bottle of rubbing alcohol, and then pauses. “This is going to hurt a little.”
A little?
“Motherfucker!” I let out a yell as he pours it over the open wound.
“OK, so I lied.” Emerson grins.
I grit my teeth and wait it out. It stings like hell, but to my surprise, that’s a good thing: the more I can focus on the pain, the less time there is to feel his hand gently gripping my bare leg, or watch how his head is bent over me, focused completely on the task.
On fixing me.
Emerson wipes the alcohol away, and then presses a Band-aid over the wound. There’s a pause, he glances up to catch my eyes. Then, to my shock, he slowly leans down and softly kisses my knee. “All better,” he whispers, his eyes never leaving mine.
My heart stops.
Slowly, Emerson rises from his knees. Holding my gaze in a magnetic stare, he steps his feet on either side of mine, bending over to rest his hands on the couch cushions on either side of my head. His face is just inches away from mine. His body looms over me, not touching, but close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from every muscle. The look in his eyes is deadly determined.
I close my eyes. It’s all too much.
“Emerson…” I whisper. Even in the dark of my mind, I can see him perfectly. His presence fills every one of my senses, a wave of pure longing. I can hear the ragged sound of his breath, uneven; feel every shift and motion of his body through the thin air between us.
Then he touches me. His finger brushes against my cheek, tracing down my jaw, my throat, along my collarbone. I let out a gasp, my skin burning to his touch.
Every cell in my body crackles with electricity. Everything I have cries out for more.
I bite my lip. My eyes are still pressed shut, and I’m caught up in the darkness, and this wildfire racing through my body. I should stop him, I should push away, but the only thing that matters to me is that slow trail of his fingertip tracing so gently down the centre of my chest.
He reaches the neckline of my flimsy tank, gently teases along the lacey edge.
Oh God.
It takes everything I have not to moan in pleasure. One touch, that’s all this is. One slow fingertip, and my body is screaming for him. I’m aching and wet, more turned on than I’ve been in years.
Since the last time with him.
“Open your eyes.” Emerson’s growl is sharp.
My eyes fly open—staring straight into his. My breath catches at the intensity of his gaze. It’s burning, fierce, like it’s taking everything he has not to tear my clothes off this very second.
“Say ‘no’.” Emerson’s whisper is thick with desire.
I blink, my mind foggy and confused.
“Tell me ‘no’, and I’ll stop.” His lips dip to my neck and press softly, kissing tiny fresh shivers through my body. His finger slides lower beneath the edge of my tank, slipping under the lace of my bra. His breathing quickens, he stifles a groan against my neck, but I don’t stop him. I can’t. My world is nothing but his lips, and tongue, and the glorious path of his hand against my breast. His fingers find my nipple and slowly, lazily circle it as his tongue plays havoc along my neck. I shudder for breath, strung out and gasping, not even knowing the release I crave until he finally closes his thumb and fingertip around the hard nub of my nipple and squeezes in a firm pinch.
This time, I can’t help but moan.
The sound is my undoing.
In a second, Emerson’s lips slam down against mine in a searing kiss. His mouth is hot and hungry, devouring me as his hands grab at my body, pushing my tank up around my chest, his touch burning across my skin.
Holy fuck. It’s like an explosion, the burst of desire that shatters through me, blocking out every last thought with the need for more, closer, now. I arch up against him, mindless from his kisses, tangling my fingers in his hair as I pull him down hard against me.
Emerson slips his hands underneath my butt and lifts, scooping me against the length of his body as he slams me down beneath him on the couch with a groan. I let out an answering moan, wrapping my legs around his waist and thrusting up against him, greedily running my hands down the length of his back, feeling every ridge of muscle flex and rise. I claw his T-shirt up, hungry for the sensation of his skin under my hands. It’s a discovery and a homecoming all in one, our tongues tangling with desire as I nip and lick at his mouth, drowning in the taste of him.
Mine.
Emerson grinds his hips down against me, and the delicious weight of him sends a fresh thrill of pleasure ricocheting through my body. I buck against him, reckless, and tear my lips away from his mouth to taste my way along his jaw and along to his ear. My mind is gone, the world is a blur, there’s nothing but the sound of my gasps and the feel of his body bearing down on mine. Solid, strong, overwhelming me. I tease against his earlobe with my tongue, and Emerson lets out an animal groan of pleasure. He grabs my wrists, yanking them up above my head. I gasp, struggling against his grip, but he traps them in place with one hand while the other roves across my chest, plucking and teasing at my nipples until I can’t help but cry out with pleasure.
Emerson lifts his head to look at me. His eyes are wild with desire, but there’s something more in them too, some dark determination that makes my breath catch in my throat. His hand goes to the waistband of my skirt; he yanks my button fly open, breathing heavily. Then, he crawls slowly down my body, blazing a trail of kisses down my bare skin. Lower, lower…
Oh my God…!
His tongue traces a teasing circle around my belly-button, dipping to lap in the hollow. I’m trapped in anticipation, strung out on the gorgeous scrape of his stubble against my skin and the heat that’s rolling through me, a fire building with every lick and touch to one aching, agonizing point between my thighs. All I want is there, so close, but just as he slips both hands beneath my waistband and prepares to yank it down, one tiny shard of conscience pierces through the haze of desire fogging my mind.
Daniel.
Daniel.
Fuck!
I sit up with a jolt. “I have a boyfriend!” My voice cries out, ragged in the quiet house as I gasp for air.
Emerson freezes. We stare at each other, breathing heavily. I feel my blood course through me, still electric from his touch. He’s gripping my hips, poised above me, not moving.
“I’m sorry,” I babble. “I should have said… But… I’m sorry.”
A strange, shuttered look drops over Emerson’s face. I gulp, suddenly fearful. What does he think of me now? I didn’t invite this, but I sure as hell didn’t put up a fight either.
Slowly, deliberately, Emerson releases me. He climbs off the couch, pulling his shirt back down, and adjusting his jeans.
“You hate me,” I whisper. Regret mingles with desire in my bloodstream, sobering me.
His eyes flash up. A twisted smile curves on his lips. “No,” Emerson says, his tone dry and arch. “But your timing leaves something to be desired.”
“I didn’t…” I stutter. “I couldn’t…” But words are useless. What can I say, to explain the power he has over me, overwhelming, mindless—how one touch could send me hurtling over the edge, in total freefall, not even thinking for a second about the boyfriend I have waiting for me. The man who loves me, and trusts me…
Now Emerson’s touch isn’t blinding me with desire, the cold truth of what I’ve just done comes crashing down over me. I flush with shame and guilt, quickly scrambling up from the couch cushions and yanking my clothes back into place. I fumble with the buttons Emerson just pulled open, burning up with guilt.
How could I do this? How could I be such a terrible girlfriend? To lose my mind and all my loyalty in one reckless swoop—with the one person I swore I’d never do this with again!
“You need to go.” I tell Emerson, shivering. The tension between us in the room is dangerous; I can still feel the blazing trail his tongue left along my stomach. I shake my head, and take a few more steps away, as if distance between us will somehow erase the last ten minutes. “You need to go, now!”
“Whatever you want.” Emerson stares at me, cryptic, then turns to leave.
I cautiously follow him out to the front porch. The night air hits me, cold against my skin. I wrap my arms around myself. My whole body is throbbing, flushed and sensitive, still aching with the release denied. I hug harder.
“I won’t…” I start to say, then stop, to correct. “I can’t see you again. This can never happen, you understand?”
Emerson gives me a curt nod.
“I’m sorry,” I say again, my voice twisting. And I am. Sorry I came back, sorry I dragged up all these old memories, sorry I don’t have the strength or willpower to ever be just friends with this man.
But not sorry you kissed him, a rebellious voice inside my head whispers. Not sorry you got to taste him, one last time.
Emerson gives me one last look, then he slowly climbs down the porch steps and walks away into the night.
Despite everything, I feel an ache watching him go.
But he only makes it halfway across the lawn before he stops, and turns back.
Our eyes meet across the dark. My heart catches, and something shifts in his expression.
“Fuck it,” he swears harshly and strides back towards me. He covers the distance in a few short steps, and I barely have time to think before he grabs me, lifting me up and slamming me back against the doorframe as his lips come crashing down on mine again. I’m reeling, lost to him all over again, but this kiss is different, more than just desire. His mouth consumes me, harsh and devouring, as if he’s trying to brand himself on my very soul.
I surrender. I fall back, helpless under the onslaught, drowning in the dark velvet taste of him, until finally Emerson drags himself back, panting.
“You’re mine.” He growls, his breath hot against my face. My legs give way, and he holds me up, gripping my jaw so I have no choice but to stare up into his eyes. To lose myself in them.
“You’re mine,” he says again fiercely. “Not his, not anyone else’s. You can try and pretend you don’t feel it, but you do. You’ll always be mine.”
His eyes burn into mine, demanding, and I know with a terrible clarity, that it’s true.
I belong to him.
The realization sends a fresh shard of guilt splintering through my chest. He’s right. I’ve always been his. If he picked me up right now and hauled me upstairs to bed, I wouldn’t resist for one second. I would be his, completely, to hell with Daniel and every promise I’ve made.
But what does that make me?
Emerson drops one final, searing kiss on my lips, and then stalks away. I sink against the railing, clutching on for dear life as I watch him climb up into his truck and start the engine, the headlights cutting through the night. He backs up and drives away, the lights fading as he disappears into the trees.
I’m left alone on the porch, body burning with the imprint of his hands; lips swollen from the force of his kisses. I feel more wretched and guilty and confused and alone than I ever have before.
What the hell am I going to do now?


CHAPTER SIX
I spend another night not sleeping, restlessly dismantling a guest bedroom into boxes, but nothing can erase the memory of Emerson’s searing kiss. It’s like he’s still lingering there in the shadows of the living room, or out on the porch, in the front yard. I can’t get the image of him out of my mind: the way he looked as he grabbed me with those powerful hands, growling low and sexy in my ear.
Mine.
I don’t know what to think. He was the one who ended things! He was the one who shattered my heart, four long summers ago. And now, it’s like he wants me all the same—right when I’m not his to take.
I’m so confused, I can’t take it. By the time the sun rises, I’m on the road: heading back to Charlotte as fast as my Camaro will take me. I don’t even wait around to meet Lacey’s walk of shame, I just leave her a scribbled note on the counter, throw my duffel in the backseat and get the hell out of town.
I half expect Emerson to find me and stop me somehow, and it’s not until the ‘Welcome to Cedar Cove’ sign is receding in my rearview mirror that I let out a slow sigh of relief. My hands are clenched tight around the steering wheel, and I flex them, trying to relax. I know it’s a coward’s way out, to just turn and run, but I don’t know what else I can do. I can’t stay in that town a minute longer, not when all it takes is one look from Emerson to undo the last four years healing; when all it takes is one touch for me to throw every promise out the window.
To come undone.
My phone buzzes with a new text message. I pick it up to check the screen.
Jules, we need to talk. CALL ME.
I’m coming over, this is crazy.
Where r u? Ur not here. Call me.
Emerson.
He’s been texting since 5AM, calling too. I don’t know where he got the number—through Lacey, maybe—but it doesn’t matter. He’s the last man on earth I need to talk to right now. The phone buzzes again in my hand, and I’m about to hit ‘decline call’, when I see the caller ID is Lacey.
I pick up. “Hey.”
“Hey, she says!” Lacey exclaims, her voice loud down the line. “What the fuck happened? I come home, and there’s nothing but a note. ‘Back in Charlotte. Jules, tell me what’s going on?”
“It’s fine.” I lie. “I just, needed to get back to the city. How was Garrett? Did you have fun?”
“Don’t change the subject with me, missy.” Lacey isn’t taking my bullshit for a second. “And for the record, guys with beards should never give head. It’s way too scratchy. But back to you and your vanishing act. Details, stat, now.”
I sigh, easing my foot off the gas a little. “Lace…”
“It’s Emerson, isn’t it?” Her voice darkens. “I knew I shouldn’t have loaned my phone to Garrett. What did he do?”
“It’s not him.” I tell her, miserable. I see an exit up ahead with a gas station, so I shift lanes. “Hold on a sec,” I tell her, putting the phone aside as I take the exit and turn off, pulling in to park by the gas station store.
The lot is empty. I pick up the phone again. “OK, I’m back.”
“What happened, Jules. Did Emerson try something?”
“It’s not his fault, it’s mine.” I take a deep breath, and admit the terrible truth. “Oh, Lacey, I don’t know what to do. I cheated on Daniel.”
She gasps. “Juliet! You slept with the ex?!”
“No!” I yelp quickly. “God, no, nothing like that.”
I don’t say how close we came, but I feel the shame anyway.
“I don’t get it?” Lacey sounds confused. “If you guys didn’t fuck, how did you cheat?”
I pause. “We kissed.” I admit, feeling another twist of guilt in my stomach.
“Like, below the belt?” Lacey prods.
“No.” I reply. At least, not technically. “We just made out. But Lacey, it was… epic.” I sigh, staring out at the row of pumps and tire compression checks. “I’m a terrible, awful, slutty monster of a person. What am I going to do? Daniel’s going to hate me for sure.”
“Woah, woah, back up.” Lacey orders me. “First of all, making out with a guy is so not cheating.”
“It is to me!” I protest.
“Details,” Lacey dismisses me. “But more importantly, why the hell would you tell Daniel any of this, are you insane, or just a masochist?”
“But, of course I have to tell him.” I blink. “Lacey, I can’t lie about something like this.”
“Why not?” she challenges me. “Listen, think about it, Jules. Daniel is perfect for you, anyone can see that. Do you really want to screw everything up over what, one stupid little kiss?”
My make-out with Emerson may have been stupid, but there was nothing little about it.
“I don’t know,” I murmur, “Lacey, I feel terrible.”
“And that’s what makes you a good person.” She decides. “Answer me this: would you have cheated on Daniel with anyone else?”
“God, no!” I exclaim.
“And would you have made out with Emerson if you hadn’t been back in Cedar Cove?”
“Never.” I vow fervently.
“Then you don’t have a problem.” Lacey insists. “It was one minor slip-up—being back in town, all the old memories… It’s not like it’s going to ever happen again, right?”
“Right,” I echo quietly, even though I have no idea if that’s true. “But Lacey, lying to Daniel…”
“I know, it sucks,” she agrees. “But if you tell him, you’re only hurting him. And for what? So you can get the guilt off your chest? That’s just selfish.”
I don’t reply. Part of me knows she’s just making excuses, but the other part of me can see the sense in what she’s saying.
“Emerson’s in your past, right?” Lacey prompts me, her voice cutting through my indecision. “Daniel’s your future. Why would you want to screw that up? Listen to me, babe,” she adds, “This thing with Emerson was probably inevitable. One last go around, you know? To get him out of your system. And now you have, you can move on. Simple.”
I let out a long breath. “Thanks, Lace.”
“Anytime.” I can hear the grin in her voice. “So, are you coming back?”
“I don’t know.” I reply. “I haven’t really thought that far.”
I didn’t think at all: my contacts are still on the bathroom sink at the beach house, my textbooks still piled up in the guest room. I didn’t even bother to lock up right, I just got in the car and drove.
“Well, you mind if I stick around a few days?” Lacey asks. “I could use the vacation before finals, and the, uh, relaxation.”
I feel myself smile, for the first time all day. “I thought the beard was a deal-breaker.”
“He’s going to shave,” Lacey replies, laughing. “I figure we can give it another try.”
“Sure,” I say. “Stay as long as you like. I’ll call you when I know what I’m going to do.”
“Drive safe,” she tells me. “And Jules?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” her voice is soft with sympathy. “It was just a kiss, OK?”
“Love you.”
I hang up and toss the phone onto the passenger seat. Just a kiss? I know what she’s trying to say, but Lacey wasn’t there last night. Calling what happened with Emerson ‘just a kiss’ is like saying I just got shot in the heart, or just stepped off a cliff. There’s no ‘just’ about it.
Lacey means well, but she hasn’t helped ease the terrible weight of guilt I’ve got crushing down on my ribcage, constricting my lungs tighter and tighter…
I gasp, quickly rooting through my bag for the little vial of pills. I don’t want to take one, but I can feel the anxiety building, and the tell-tale skitter of my heartbeat speeding up in my chest. Warning signs of what’s to come. Hating myself, I slip one of the pills onto my tongue, and take a swig of water to wash it down.
Almost immediately, my heartbeat slows, just from the knowledge that I’ve got things under control.
I exhale slowly.
It’s a vicious cycle, I know: the pills make me feel calmer, just sitting there in my purse, but I’m never going to get over these panic attacks if I can’t find a way of controlling myself without them. It feels like I’m failing, somehow. Like my body is out of my control, and it’s a weakness that could spell disaster for me one day.
Remind you of anything—or anyone?
I put the car back in drive, and circle back out to meet the highway again. For a moment I think about heading back to Cedar Cove, but then I flash to Emerson: his lips branding mine with their passion. There’s no way in hell I’m ready to face him again, so I turn onto the northbound lane, and keep driving.
The miles pass. I’m still caught up in guilt and confusion, but now Lacey’s added a new nugget of indecision to all my worry. As I leave the coast further behind, heading towards the city, I find myself wondering if maybe my best friend is right. Maybe I shouldn’t tell Daniel. What good would it do now, anyway? If Emerson really is in my past, then how will dragging it all up again make any difference—except from wrecking the future I’ve worked so hard to build?
For the first time, I find myself wishing that I’d come clean from the start, and told Daniel just how intense that summer really was. Maybe if he’d known that all along how much I loved Emerson, then he could understand the strange power my ex has over me even now. I sigh. It’s way too late for that. And besides, Daniel wouldn’t believe it, even if I tried. He’s never seen that side to me, not even close. The Juliet he knows is reserved and thoughtful, not recklessly wanton. I never wanted to be that girl with him. It took three months of dating before I’d sleep with him, another six before I said, ‘I love you’. Our sex life is good, sure, but it’s regular—sweet, and tender, not wild or burning up out-of-control. I thought I was past all that. I figured, that was just about being eighteen, and inexperienced, where everything felt so new and dangerous. A real, adult relationship doesn’t have those highs, but it wouldn’t send me plummeting into the abyss of lows either.
No, I realize with a sinking heart that Daniel would never understand. He could never imagine I could come undone from a single touch, or just the look of passion in a man’s eyes. He’d think I chose this: that I set out to cheat, and hurt him, with a clear mind. Like it was ever a conscious decision to fall into Emerson’s embrace.
So that’s it then, I realize, as the city comes into view. Lacey’s right. Hurting Daniel isn’t worth it just to absolve myself of my own, crushing sense of guilt. Not when this is a one-time mistake, and not ever going to happen again. It’s a burden I’ll bear alone. My future is here with Daniel. Cedar Cove and Emerson are all in my past.
They have to be.
* * *
I park on the street and let myself up to Lacey and my apartment. We’re off-campus, in a busy neighborhood, and when I walk in the front door, I find that Lacey has left the place in a messy whirlwind: dirty dishes in the sink and textbooks abandoned in a study nook on the floor.
I head to the bathroom, and run the shower hot; stripping off my shorts and pajama shirt, and stepping under the jets of water as if I can blast all memories of Cedar Cove off my skin with the trickle of sand down the drain. I lean against the tile, letting the hot water beat away at my body. It’s been over twelve hours since Emerson’s hands were running over me, but I can still feel the imprint they left behind.
The desire that shocked through me like lightening…
No. I scold myself. There’s no room for that in my mind, not now I’m back in the city. The only way I can keep my life together is if I scrub him out of my system for good. So, I try my best: lathering shampoo in my hair, and rubbing briskly at every inch of flesh with a loofah until my whole body is raw and fresh again.
In my room, I dry off, and lay out a new outfit. A preppy pencil skirt and silk blouse—a million miles away from anything I’d wear at the beach. I blow-dry my hair into a neat cascade, apply makeup, and fasten on the pretty gold and sapphire studs that Daniel gave me for our one-year anniversary. I look like my old self again: cool, collected.
Back in control.
I drive over to the college campus, and head to the law library. Daniel will have spent the morning in study sessions, but he takes a break for lunch around this time every day. I settle in to wait on one of the benches outside the library entrance, but it’s only a few minutes before he emerges, looking tired and distracted.
“Hey, babe!” I wave him over, and he brightens, just at the sight of me.
“Juliet, what are you doing here?” He sweeps me into a hug, and lands a soft kiss on my forehead, grinning. “You said you’d be all week.”
“I know,” I hug him tight, relieved at the feel of his body against mine. Safe. Secure “But I missed you. And, I need to check in with one of my professors about review notes,” I add, to cover for my unexpected return.
“Are you heading back today?” Daniel asks, looking down at me. His brown hair is cut neatly in a stylish cut, and even on a study day—when the rest of his classmates are wandering around in PJs and raggedy jeans—he’s cleanly-shaven and dressed in a button-down Oxford shirt and preppy pants.
I breathe him in, the familiar clean scent of citrus and aftershave, and just like that, Cedar Cove recedes way to the back of my mind.
I don’t know what I was thinking, wanting to tell him about Emerson. I wasn’t thinking at all. I’d have to be crazy to fuck things up with a man like this. A good man who loves me—not the bastard who broke my heart.
“Jules?”
I blink. Daniel is staring down at me. He releases me from his embrace, and frowns. “I asked when you’re going back? Hey, are you OK?” He looks at me quizzically.
“Fine!” I answer quickly. “Just, tired, from the drive.” I catch my breath. “I’m not sure when I’ll go back. It’s so much work. Maybe it’d be better to get a packing service in,” I add, “The realtor said she knew some people.”
“I thought you wanted the time to study.” Daniel takes my hand in his and starts walking. I don’t need to ask where we’re going: he always takes his lunch break at a sandwich shop down the street. Roast turkey on wholegrain, mustard, no pickle. “You said it’d be easier to focus out there, with no distractions.”
Focus? Ha. There’s no way I’m getting any study done in that house, not with Emerson ready to come sweep me off my feet and slam me up against the porch door.
“I don’t know,” I give a vague shrug. “That house… there are too many memories.”
Memories of what, I don’t tell him.
Daniel gives my hand a sympathetic squeeze. “Whatever you want, babe. Maybe you should wait until after finals,” he suggests, sounding enthusiastic. “Then we could both go down together. Take a couple of weeks, have a real vacation. Pack up while we’re there.”
My blood freezes. Daniel and Emerson in the same five mile radius? Hell no!
“No!” I yelp. “I mean, dad wants to sell now. Like, in the next month. It’s sweet of you to offer,” I tell him quickly, “But it’s my problem. I’ll figure it out.”
“Sure you will.” Daniel smiles at me. “Hey, that reminds me. Your sister invited us to dinner with her and Alexander tonight. I said you were out of town, but I’ll let her know we can make it now.”
I stop. Just the mention of my sister is enough to make me tense. “Dinner? Really? I kind of just wanted to chill with you tonight.”
“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Daniel urges me. “And we have to go. You’ve been blowing off her invites for months now.”
“That’s because I don’t want to go.” I mutter darkly.
Daniel laughs. “She’s your sister, it’ll be fine. I’ll drive, so you can even have a glass of wine.”
Try the whole damn bottle, I silently add.
“So, I’ll call her,” Daniel smiles, hugging me. I want to argue, but I know, family is important to Daniel. He talks to his older brother all the time, and calls his parents every Sunday like clock-work. Back when we started dating, I didn’t want him knowing how fucked up my folks are, so I acted like we were just regular people: distant, but fine. Instead of leaving things be, now he acts like it’s his duty to bring us all back together any opportunity he gets.
I look up at him. Daniel seems so expectant, and I feel so guilty, that I sigh and nod. “Fine, we’ll go.
“Great.” Daniel looks satisfied: one more step in his ‘reunite the family’ plan accomplished. “I’ve got a review session at one, but you good to meet later?”
I nod again.
He smiles. “I’m glad you’re back. I missed you.” Daniel pulls me closer and kisses me, soft and slow on my lips. I sink into his embrace, trying to block out all my guilty thoughts, but when I close my eyes, it’s not Daniel’s face I see, or his lips I feel pressing against mine.
Emerson.
I pull away. “You better get going if you don’t want to be late!” I exclaim brightly.
Daniel checks his watch. “Shit, you’re right. See you at my apartment later?” His hands slide around my waist and squeeze suggestively. “I really missed you,” he adds with a meaningful grin.
My heart catches in my throat. “Me too!” I squark, backing away. “Later!”
Daniel heads off across campus. I take a breath. I’m surprised he can’t tell everything just from looking at my face. My skin is prickling with a guilty blush, and my heart is racing like I just robbed a bank.
Like cheating is any better?
I block out the whisper of my conscience, and turn and hurry across campus. I walk quickly through the midday crowds towards the business center. I tell myself it’s because I really do need those review notes, but deep down I know, it’s because I want some of what I told Daniel to be the truth. I haven’t fled Cedar Cove because I can’t keep my tongue out of my ex-boyfriend’s mouth, I’m back because of totally legitimate study needs.
Right.
My route takes me past the arts building, and I pause for a moment, watching the students out on the front steps, and gathered after class. You can tell the art majors a mile away. It’s not like they all walk around with paint stains on their clothing (although some of them do), it’s more the way they look: funky and eclectic, in vintage outfits. Individual and creative. The group of girls near me are wearing red lipstick, and cute thrift store floral dresses, and they’re carrying huge sketch-pads and portfolios with curled paper peeking out from inside.
I remember what Emerson said to me on the beach, the confused accusation in his voice. When he knew me last, I was all set to be one of those girls. I’d been accepted into a photography program at a college in California, and I was so excited to go off and start my life, plunging myself entirely into my art. Even when I fell so hard in love with him, my dreams didn’t change, only the location. We talked about me taking a year out and reapplying to art schools on the Gulf Coast, or even the Carolinas. Raleigh, Asheville—there were tons of places within a few hours’ drive of Cedar Cove. Emerson had to stay in town to take care of Brit and Ray Jay, but I could move in with him and get a job in town, and then start school nearby the next fall.
My parents flipped out when I told them the plan, but that didn’t matter to me. I was always going to work my way through school on my own, so what difference did it make it I took a while to get there. As long as I was with Emerson, nothing else mattered.
At least, that’s what I thought. But then everything changed.
I feel the dark pang of sadness ripple through me, but I push it back.
I hurry on, past the arts building, to the familiar libraries and classrooms over on my side of campus. One month out from finals, and everyone’s walking round with panic on their faces and shadows under their eyes. Luckily, I’m on top of things: I have my color-coded study schedule, and a system to review all my work in time. I’ve kept my GPA high all through the year, taking on whatever extra projects and extended essays I could, so now, I only have a few finals to get through before graduating. It’s all part of my strategy to keep the panic attacks to a minimum: lots of smaller deadlines, instead of one big do-or-die series of exams. Daniel helped me plan it all out at the start of the year, and now, I’m the envy of all my classmates, who are stuck rushing around like crazy trying to cram all their revision in time.
See? I remind myself, stepping inside the building. Just another reason why Daniel is perfect for me. He understands and supports me and my goals, he doesn’t judge like Emerson did.
I feel a buzz in my bag, and when I check my phone, it’s another text from Emerson. Like he can tell I’m thinking about him.
You won’t talk, so I’m coming to you.
I look around guiltily, then quickly duck in an alcove back from the hallway. I dial his number.
“Jules?” Emerson picks up on the first ring. “Where the fuck have you been? We need to talk—“
“No.” I cut him off before he can say anything. Before his sexy drawl makes me forget myself all over again. “Don’t come here, I won’t see you. You can’t.”
“I’m on my way.”
“No!” I cry, loud enough for people nearby to look over. He can’t come here, it would ruin everything! “Please, Emerson,” I beg, “promise me you won’t. If you care about me at all, you won’t come here.”
“Jules…”
“Promise me!” I demand fiercely.
“Only if you promise me you’ll come back.” Emerson challenges.
I hesitate.
“Just to talk. You can’t just disappear on me again,” he says, voice rough with emotion and old memories. “Not after what happened. You owe me that much, at least.”
I gulp. He’s right. And if the last twenty four hours have taught me anything, it’s that running away doesn’t solve any of my problems, it just leaves them, boiling away, ready to erupt at the slightest chance.
“Fine,” I whisper, with a wash of defeat. “I’ll come back. To talk. But not right now. I have stuff to do here, and, I need time to think.”
“How much time?” Emerson demands.
“A few days, a week.” I offer helplessly. I could use a whole year to pull myself together, but hell, I tried four years, and that didn’t work either.
“One week. Then I’m coming for you,” Emerson promises, and I can hear the deadly intent in his tone. He’s not fucking around. He would march right up the steps of campus and into a lecture, and carry me out over his shoulder if he wanted.
It’s pathetic, but that thought makes something twist low in my belly, a hot flicker of desire just imagining it.
I’m so fucking screwed.
“A week.” I finally echo. “But you can’t come here. I have a life, OK? You can’t come barging in just when you feel like it.”
“Why not?” Emerson’s voice is clipped. “You did.”
There’s a long pause. All I can hear is the shallow sound of his breath on the other end of the line, but suddenly, it’s like I can feel it, hot against the hollow of my neck.
“Jules…” He says it low, a rough growl, and I shiver, just at the sound. It’s like everyone around me falls away, and there’s nothing but the sound of his voice
I close my eyes and lean back against the wall, imagining he’s there, right beside me.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper, helpless. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I thought… I figured I could just pack up the house and be gone, and you wouldn’t even know I was there.”
“I would know.”
The rasp of his words shudders through me. Possessive. Erotic. They wrap around my body like his hands tracing over my tender skin…
A door slams down the hall, and my eyes fly open. I’m shocked to see the stream of students walking past. Suddenly, the rest of the world floods back in: bright sunshine through the windows, and a loud chatter of conversations passing me by.
What the hell am I doing?”
“A week.” I say again, my voice stronger. “Don’t call me again.”
I hang up before he can argue. I’m not dumb enough to think that a week will make a difference to this strange hold he has over me, but if stalling tactics are all I’ve got, I’m sure as hell going to use them.


CHAPTER SEVEN
My sister, Carina, lives on the outskirts of the city in a posh suburb that couldn’t be further away from the scruffy neighborhood we grew up in. It’s full of mock-Tudor, and mock-Colonial homes, whole blocks of houses pretending to be something they’re not. Hers is one of the biggest on the street, of course: flanked with columns, and an elaborate rose garden out front that I know she’s never so much as glanced at since she moved in. Technically, the house belongs to her new fiancé, Alexander: he bought it last year after he proposed, but he keeps an apartment in the city, and I’d bet good money he’s spent maybe every other weekend here at the most.
“You OK, babe?” Daniel asks, as we pull into the driveway.
“Fine.” I reply quickly.
He mistakes my reluctance. “Look, I know you and your sister have never been close, but she’s the one who invited you. Give her a chance. Maybe she’s ready to reach out and build bridges.”
I look at his expression, so full of hope and optimism. It never even occurs to him that some bridges are burned for a reason. Better to let them lie in ashes than revisit the past.
“You’re right,” I lie. “Maybe.”
Carina greets us at the door in a spotless pastel blue fitted dress and gold jewelry that probably costs more than my entire academic scholarship. Her dyed blonde hair is perfectly blown out, and she’s wearing strappy designer sandals. “Hi!” She coos at me, landing air-kisses on my cheeks before turning to Daniel. “Don’t you look handsome?”
“Thanks so much for having us over,” Daniel presents her with the wine and flowers we picked up on our way.
“Aren’t you sweet?” Carina replies, turning the bottle to check the label. It must meet with her approval, because her smile widens. “Come on in! Alexander’s just on a call in the study, but he’ll be down soon.”
We step inside. Although I saw Carina at Christmas, that was in a restaurant in the city. I’ve never actually been inside her house before. I follow them through to the huge, open-plan kitchen/dining area, looking around to take in the magazine-perfect décor. The place has been done in a modern, minimalist style—all low white couches and weird chrome end-tables. It looks sterile and spotless, like nobody actually lives here, but I’m not surprised. Carina has always cared more about what’s on the surface than anything going on underneath.
It’s hard to believe we’re sisters, or even related at all. We were never close, even as kids growing up she would tease or just plain ignore me. She was part of the most popular cliques in junior high and high school, whereas I always drifted on the edge of the crowd. It wasn’t like I was a social reject or anything—I had my friends—but we all preferred to hang out in our families’ basements listening to music and watching movies, while her groups were off out on dates and at football games and parties. I used to wish she would confide in me more, and let me into her life, even just a little. It felt like she was a stranger who just happened to be living in the same house as me, barely looking my direction except to scorn.
After mom died, I even found myself hoping it might bring us closer together. She was the only other person who might understand what I was going through, after all. But Carina didn’t want to talk, or even dwell on it for a minute. She was booked on a big post-college trip around Europe with her girlfriends, at the end of summer. She left the week after we buried mom, and never even emailed me. I read about all her adventures online, whole albums full of smiling, happy photographs posed in front of the Eiffel Tower and Italian beaches, like nothing was wrong.
And meanwhile, I was drowning in grief, too wretched to even get out of bed. I know it must have been her way of dealing. Hell, I had my share of denial that fall too. But something in me snapped after that, I guess—I gave up the hope we’d ever be sisters, the way I saw my friends act with theirs: easy, and loving, and safe.
I’ve fallen behind the others. I shake off the old memories and go through the formal dining room and into the kitchen. “There are five settings,” I notice, on my way. “Are we having anyone else…?”
My words die on my lips as I turn into the kitchen and I see who’s standing with Daniel and Carina in the corner.
“Hello, pumpkin.”
It’s my dad. He’s wearing his usual outfit of corduroy pants and an Oxford shirt under his tweed jacket, gold-rimmed spectacles on his nose. The perfect picture of an eccentric British academic. He raises his glass to me. It’s almost empty, I notice, and wonder if it’s his first, or his fifth.
But then, it wouldn’t matter. It’s the ninth and the tenth drink we have to worry about.
“Dad.” I do my best to keep my voice even, but my jaw is clenched tight. My heart-rate kicks. “I didn’t know you were in town.”
“Just got in a few days ago,” he says, cheerfully oblivious to the way I fold my arms across my chest and stand there, tense as hell. “I was going to see some friends in New York, but when Danny here called, I thought I’d put them off and see my girls.”
My girls. The way he acts like he gives a damn what I’m doing would be enough to turn my stomach, but I latch onto the other part of what he said. Daniel called him?
I look at him, horrified, but Daniel is chatting to Carina about her kitchen remodel, and doesn’t seem to notice a thing.
“We just had the whole thing redone,” Carina is saying. She gestures around at the professional range and granite countertops like a game-show hostess.
“It’s great,” Daniel nods.
“What was wrong with the old one?” I ask.
Carina widens her eyes. “Oh my god, you should have seen it. They had marble countertops, and laminate wood flooring!”
The tone of her voice implies these are serious crimes. I have to hide my eye-roll.
Carina’s as bad as my dad when it comes to wasting money away on pretty, useless things. For him, it’s expensive vacations, five hundred dollar dinners, and handmade British suits. For her, it’s interior design and designer clothes. I don’t understand how they can live like this: relying on loans and credit cards, and whatever rich friends will foot the bill. There are always strings attached to that kind of thing, but dad and Carina act like they’re entitled to it, somehow.
Mom was always the one trying desperately to keep dad in check and make ends meet, but now that she’s gone, Dad flits around, staying too long with old friends, sucking their favors and hospitality dry. And Carina? Well, there’s a reason my sister is marrying a forty-two year old, twice-divorced douchebag of an investment banker, and it sure as hell isn’t his personality.
I’ve been careful to never fall into that trap. I made sure to work extra during school and vacations. I tutored in high school, and worked doing the books for small businesses in town during college, putting aside a tiny nest egg of savings that’ll help pay for an apartment after graduation, and see me through until I find a job.
I swore to myself, I’d never have to depend on anyone the way they do. But all the work I put in to making sure I’d never have to rely on my family doesn’t mean a damn thing now I’m stuck in a room with them, with those bands of steel tightening around my chest again.
What the hell is Daniel thinking?
“Let’s go through to eat,” Carina says. She checks her watch, frowning. “Alexander should be right down.”
Please. I send a silent prayer that my brother-in-law to be gets off the phone. The sooner we get done with dinner, the sooner this charade of happy family is over.
Carina and dad move on through to the dining room, but I pull Daniel back to stop him following.
“What were you thinking?” I hiss. Already, I feel a rush of blood pounding in my head, the first warning sign that bad times are ahead. “You called my dad?”
“Hey,” Daniel puts his hands on my arms to calm me, but it has to opposite effect. I want to push him away and lash out somehow. “What did I say about building bridges?” he reminds me.
I glare. “Carina is one thing, but my dad…?”
I’ve never told him much about our broken relationship, but Daniel must see I’m genuinely thrown here, because he softens. “I’m sorry,” Daniel adds. “I didn’t mean to ambush you. But, he called me, and then dinner came up…”
My blood freezes. “He called you?” Shit, this can’t be good. “What does he want?” I demand.
“Just to see how you’re doing.” Daniel’s forehead creases with concern. “He says you haven’t returned any of his calls.”
“That’s because he hasn’t made any.” I grit my teeth. Trust my father to act like the concerned parent when it suits him.
“Just, try to get along tonight.” Daniel looks into my eyes. “For me?”
I feel a twist of guilt in my gut. Here I am, getting mad at him for trying to reunite me with my family, when what I’ve done is way, way worse.
“Fine.” I nod. I can suck it up for one night, it’s the least I can do.
Daniel breaks into a smile. “That’s my girl.”
I wait until he’s ahead of me before pulling the vial from my pocket. One, two, three, four. I hesitate a moment, but already my skin is prickling hot under the neckline of my dress. I slip one onto my tongue. God knows I’m going to need it.
* * *
Dinner crawls by at a snail’s pace. Daniel happily chats to Carina and Alexander over the appetizers, about his job-hunt and all the studying he’s doing for the Bar Exam. I sink lower in my seat and silently count how many times Alexander insults my sister, and how many drinks my dad washes down.
Too damn many.
“So how are the wedding plans going?” Daniel asks Alexander, as Carina brings in the main course: some fancy dish with tiny squabs and a drizzle of sauce. “Did you pick a date yet?”
“Don’t ask me.” Alexander snorts. “I’ll be surprised if she tells me. Nothing but those fucking binders, night and day. Chicken or beef? Beige or winter white?” He mimics sarcastically. “Sometimes, I wonder what she needs me for at all. Oh, yeah, that’s right, to foot the bill.”
My dad laughs. “Just as long as this one sticks, right sweetie?”
Carina flushes at the reminder of her two failed engagements. The first guy ditched her for a job in Asia, and she called off the second when he lost his high-paying finance job and they had to give up their apartment.
“Just kidding, sweetheart,” Dad adds, pouring himself another from the bottle of wine stationed by his place. “I’m sure you two will be very happy together.”
My sister sits down, still looking humiliated. I feel a stab of sympathy. This is what my dad does best: the cutting comment, masked as a joke. I learned long ago not to let him get under my skin, but for some reason, my sister keeps hanging on.
“Daniel says you’ve been down at the beach house.” Dad finally turns his attention to me. “I don’t know why you bother, the realtor I spoke to said she can have someone pack everything up and trash it.”
“There’s things there I want to keep.” I clench my fists under the table. “Photographs, books, mum’s stuff. You want to just throw all that away?” My voice is accusing, loud in the dining room.
“I’m sure your dad just means, he doesn’t want you feeling burdened.” Daniel interrupts, answering for him. He rests a hand on my shoulder. “And he’s right. You said yourself, it’s hard seeing everything again.”
“That doesn’t mean it’s not worth saving.” I feel a spike of anger again. “I still don’t understand why we have to sell the place. It’s been in mom’s family for years.”
“Oh god, not this again.” Carina rolls her eyes, reaching for her wine. “We’re been through it. It’s a run-down shack in the middle of nowhere. What’s the point of hanging on to the past?”
“Because it matters.” I cry. “How can you say that? Don’t you care about all the memories of mom?”
“Those aren’t the only memories you have there.” Carina gives me a spiteful smile, and I freeze in panic. She’s going to bring up Emerson right now?
But my dad interrupts before she can say anything. “I know you have an attachment to the place, but it’s time to put away childish things.” he says, patronizing. “The realtor says we can get a good price if we sell now.”
“Actually, she says we’d do better if we wait.” I can’t help but point out. “What’s the rush, anyway? Did you blow another loan skiing in Aspen? Or are the debt collectors finally after you?”
There’s a shocked silence. I don’t usually come right out and say things like this, but I’m on edge right now, and sick of all this dancing around the truth.
“That’s hardly dinner-table conversation,” my dad replies, but his lips are pressed tightly together, and he looks mad as hell.
Good.
“He’s right,” Daniel lets out an awkward laugh. “How about we talk about something else? Alexander, how are things at the office? You said you had a new client.”
Daniel steers them into mindless small-talk again, and I feel him relax beside me, like disaster has been averted. But I sit frozen in my seat, every muscle I have tensed hard and angry. I want to scream at him, or shake him, anything to make him notice the years of silent bullshit lurking in this room. But it’s no use. He just doesn’t see, how supremely fucked up my family is. Sure, we’re fine on the surface, but everything underneath is broken and rotted.
Ugly.
Emerson understood. He knew there are a thousand different ways to be crazy. His family were the loud, fucked-up kind. Trailer trash, he called himself, like it was a fact. His mom was an addict—still is, I guess. She dipped in and out of rehab and twelve-step programs for years, but always came undone in the end. She took off for good with some asshole when he was eighteen, leaving him with two younger siblings to raise. I guess compared to that, my family problems were a luxury, but Emerson never saw it like that.
The way he put it, hurt is hurt, pain is pain, and crazy is crazy. Doesn’t matter if someone’s getting drunk off cheap tequila or expensive wines, or out sleeping with druggie assholes or douchebag lawyers to fill the emptiness inside. It’s all the same. And the damage they leave behind is just as bad.
It’s one of the reasons I fell in love with him four years ago. I finally felt like someone could see the hurt inside me, could help me make peace with it. Before him, I wondered if I was doomed to turn out just like my family: pretending everything was fine even as we killed ourselves with hurt and denial. Emerson taught me, it was OK to be damaged: to take that hurt, and feel it, and make it drive you, to never wind up like them.
So what the hell are you doing now? An accusing voice cuts through my thoughts. Look at you, biting your lip, and taking your pills, and acting like you can stand to even look at these people?
You’re just like them.
The thought shocks me bolt upright in my seat. I look around the table in horror. It can’t be true! I’m nothing like Carina and Dad, I swore it to myself, years ago. Just because I’m trying to keep all this bullshit away from my life with Daniel, it doesn’t mean I’m faking my way through a life of denial like them.
But the whisper in the back of my mind lingers. I sit quietly through the rest of dinner, caught up in my own thoughts. I always figured that shutting out my tragic past was the only way to build a new future. Just put everything behind me, and move on. But now I wonder if doing that makes me just as big a hypocrite as the others: hiding my pain away and faking like everything’s OK when I’m coming apart inside.
Dear God, don’t make me turn out like them.
I barely say a word for the rest of the night, until we’re gathered in the foyer collecting my purse and jacket.
“Thanks for hosting, Carina,” Daniel says, as he helps me into my jacket. “It was delicious, wasn’t it Juliet?” He nudges me, so I manage a polite nod.
“Yes. Thanks.”
“Cook like that more, and maybe you’ll keep this one.” My Dad chortles. He pats down his jacket and pants, and then finally comes up with his keys.
“You’re not driving!” My voice is loud and accusing, but I lost count of how much he’s drunk hours ago.
“I’m fine.” He waves me away, but then stumbles, unbalanced.
“You’re not—“ I start to argue, but luckily, Carina interrupts us.
“Just stay here, dad. We’ve got plenty of room. And then we can get lunch in the city tomorrow, maybe look at some antique stores.”
Dad sways for a moment, and then nods. “Now that I think about it, perhaps a lie-down would be a good idea…”
I let out the sigh of relief I didn’t even notice I was holding in. Usually, he puts up a fight. When I was younger, I’d do whatever I could to keep him from getting behind the wheel: pick-pocketing his keys and hiding them places he’d never find him. The day I got my driver’s license, I swore I’d never have to get in a car with him again.
Daniel finally finishes his round of polite goodbyes and we head back outside to the car. I slide into the passenger seat and tip my head back. I’ve never been so glad to be done with an evening.
“That was nice,” Daniel starts the engine and backs out of the drive.
I look over to check he’s joking, but he’s not. “You can’t be serious,” I say in disbelief.
“Aw, come on. Carina seems nice. And your dad is a great guy, really interesting.”
I stare at him. I can’t even find the words. My whole body aches with tension, like I’ve just run a marathon, and I feel so emotionally exhausted I could curl up in a ball and sleep for a week. My Dad spent the whole night drinking, and making cruel comments about Carina, while she babbled on about destination weddings and landscaping like it means a damn thing. All I could do all night is remember every other shitty, dysfunctional family dinner we’d ever had. If it hadn’t been for my hateful anti-anxiety meds, I would have had a total meltdown and stopped breathing.
But Daniel thought that was a good time?
“We should do this more often.” he adds. He looks over and catches my horrified expression. “Oh, babe. I know you’ve had your issues, but that’s all in the past now. You should make the effort, it’ll be worth it. You only have one family,” he adds, like that justifies anything.
I clench my fists and turn away. I stare out of the window as the dark city and neon lights speed past, but I don’t see any of them. Instead, I watch my future with Daniel stretching out ahead of me, just the way I planned. Moving in together, getting jobs, maybe even getting married. It’s always been a reassuring vision: a safe, normal life far away from all the tragedy and fucked-up mess in my past. But now, for the first time, I see it in a different light.
Dozens, maybe hundreds of evenings like this one: sat around with my family because I’m too scared and stubborn to tell Daniel why not. Years of pretending like it doesn’t cut me up inside to watch my dad keep drinking his way through life, like mom was nothing but a temporary stop along the way. Christmases, birthdays, holidays. And what if we have kids, and my dad wants to come play doting grandpa to them too? Daniel will welcome him in, all of them, because that’s what family does in his world.
But what’s the alternative? My heart aches with confusion. How can I explain it now, after pretending for so long? Would Daniel even love me if he knew the damage I’ve been hiding?
Emerson loved you. The treacherous voice whispers. He didn’t care about the mess and the hurt, and your broken, fucked-up heart.
But that was before—before mom died, and he decided the mess was too much, and what was left of my heart was totally destroyed. God knows what it looks like now.
Maybe pretending is the best I can hope for anymore.
* * *
I want to sleep at my apartment tonight, alone, but I can’t find a good excuse, so I let Daniel drive us back to his without a word. As soon as we get there, I go lock myself in the bathroom again and run the shower, trying to get all this confusion out of my mind. I feel like a house of cards, teetering in the wind, like one wrong word will send everything tumbling to the ground. I’m guilty over what happened with Emerson, but angry at Daniel too—for putting me through that tonight, without asking, or even warning me what he’d planned.
It’s my own fault, I know. How is he supposed to know just how bad things are with my family when I’ve taken such care to hide it from him? How can he understand how much it hurts me when they just ignore the past when that’s all I’ve been doing with him? But knowing that doesn’t stop the burn in my chest, remembering the way he patted my shoulder to calm me down, and quickly smoothed over the uncomfortable truths I laid bare.
I try to catch my breath. My mind is racing, but I don’t know what to do. Usually, I’d try to keep my anger under wraps and just accept that Daniel thought he was doing a nice thing, because he cares. But now it’s like the last few days in Cedar Cove have brought all my old memories and emotions boiling to the surface, cracking through my hard-won calm. I started today so desperate to forget about Emerson and go back to my warm, simple life with Daniel, but now I see, there’s nothing simple about this lie I’ve been building.
Pretending like the past never happened is a recipe for disaster. If not now, then someday, down the line, the shit is going to hit the fan. But either way, I know, I can’t run from it any more. I can’t hide the parts of myself that scare me – or the bad things I’ve done.
With a surge of adrenalin, I open the bathroom door and step out into the bedroom. Daniel is sprawled on his stomach on the bed, looking at his laptop. He’s in sweats and an old college T-shirt, sleepy and cute, and for a moment, I falter, my words sticking in my throat.
“You coming to bed?” He asks. He closes the computer and gets up. “We can pick up where we left off…” he adds, reaching for me with a suggestive look in his eyes.
His hands slide around my waist, but the feel of his touch on me is the final straw.
“I can’t do this!” I exclaim, jolting back.
Daniel stares at me, confused. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”
“This. All of this.” I gesture around. My heart is pounding, but this isn’t a panic attack, this is just my nerves, and fear, and the knowledge that I need to say this quick before I can back down. “It’s wrong. And it’s my fault, I get that, but I don’t know what I can do to make it right!”
Daniel stares at me. “Is this about tonight?” he asks carefully. “Because, I said I’m sorry—“
“It’s everything!” I cry. “I’ve spent all this time hiding who I am, and I can’t do it anymore!”
“Woah, calm down.” He reaches for me again, but I back away, and put several steps between us. “It’s OK, Juliet. I know you. We’ve been together two years now,” he adds, with a reassuring smile. “I know you’ve been feeling stressed, with finals and moving and everything—“
“No!” I stop him, my emotions whirling. “You’re not listening to me. I did something terrible.” My voice breaks, but I take a breath and plunge ahead with my terrible confession. “I cheated on you, Daniel. I’m so, so sorry.”
There’s silence. I hug my arms tight around me, desperately waiting for his reaction. If it were me over there… But no, I can’t think like that. I don’t know what I’d do in his situation, but I know it wouldn’t be pretty.
I watch him anxiously. Daniel takes a breath, and sits on the edge of the bed. He looks down for a moment, then back up at me, his expression crushed. “What happened?” he asks slowly.
I gulp. “I went back, and, there’s a guy there. The guy.” I try to explain, but all my words sound empty and flat. “And I… we kissed. I know I shouldn’t have, but, I wanted to. That’s how fucked up I am,” I feel sobs coming, sharp in my throat, “I wanted to kiss him, I forgot all about you!”
“But you didn’t sleep with him?” Daniel’s voice rises with a note of hope.
I shake my head.
He takes a long breath, as if he’s deciding something. “This isn’t you,” he says, like he’s trying to convince himself. “Going back, all the old memories… You’re under a lot of pressure. Maybe this is my fault,” he looks at me plaintively, “I should have been there for you.”
“No!” I cry. This is exactly what Lacey told me this morning, but it feels like a million years ago. How could I have ever thought I could just sweep what happened with Emerson aside? It meant something to me.
God, it meant everything!
“You don’t understand,” I try to explain. “I’m a mess! I’m crazy, and damaged, and fucked up,” I sob, “and I’ve been so busy hiding it from you…” I trail off. This is impossible, how can I explain what the hell’s going on in my messed up mind when I don’t even know for myself?
Daniel comes over and puts his arms around me. “It’s OK,” he says, soothing. He strokes my hair gently. “I don’t know what’s going on, but we’ll figure this out together. Nothing has to change.”
“But it does!” I pull away. He’s not listening to me! I take a ragged breath and try to find the words to make him understand. “I just… I don’t know what I want anymore.”
Daniel freezes. “You mean, us?”
I swallow back a sob. He’s looking at me so nervously, like I could take away everything in a heartbeat. And I can.
“I… yes. No. I don’t know!” I cry, throwing my hands up. “I wish it was that simple, but it’s not.”
Daniel looks at me. “Do you love me?” he asks quietly.
“Yes!” I swear. “But, I don’t know if you’d love me anymore if you knew, if you knew everything.”
“So tell me.” He grabs my hands. “Help me work this out.”
I look into his brown eyes, wishing like hell that I could. If I could just tell Daniel everything, all my dark, broken secrets, and have him say it’s all OK anyway, maybe we could go back to the way things used to be…
But I know that’s impossible. There’s no going back now. And even here, with Daniel breaking apart in front of me, I realize: I don’t want it to.
I don’t want to pretend anymore.
I don’t want to think of what might have been.
I can’t build a future on half-truths and denial.
Daniel lets go of my hands. He sees it, he has to, because something in his expression deflates.
“Do you love him?” he demands.
I shrug helplessly. “I don’t know. I did, once.”
“And now?”
“Now, I just don’t know.” I catch my breath, admitting it to myself for the first time. “Maybe?”
That’s the thing, I just don’t know yet. Maybe what I feel for Emerson is just desire, or maybe it’s more. But I can’t ignore it, not if I’m going to figure out where the hell I’m going to go from here.
“So what do you want?” Daniel’s voice is harsh. Hurt. I flinch away, but I know it’s no less than I deserve.
“I don’t know,” I say again. Useless. “Some time. To figure this out.”
“A break.”
“I… yes.” I swallow back a sob, staring at him plaintively. “I’m sorry, Daniel, you have to believe, I never meant to hurt you.”
He shakes his head. He’s angry, I can tell. Hurt and betrayed. But he holds it back. Even now, he doesn’t raise his voice, just asks. “How long do you need?”
“I don’t know.” It’s all I’m saying right now, over and over, but it’s the truth. I have nothing else to give him, but he deserves that, at least.
“But you’re going back there, to him?” Daniel’s eyes flash accusingly.
I nod, shameful. “I have to,” I beg, wishing he would understand even knowing I have no right to expect it. “I have to see, try and figure this out.”
“But I can be good to you.” Daniel’s voice breaks with emotion, and I feel a sharp stab of pain at his distress. I did this to him. He doesn’t deserve any of it, but I’m hurting him all the same. “I know you’re confused, and hurting,” he begs me, “but Juliet, we’re good. We fit. We can make a life together.”
I can’t hold the sobs back any longer. “I’m sorry,” I tell him, swiping angrily at the tears streaming down my cheeks. “I’m sorry I can’t be the girl you love. I just.. I need to figure out who I am!”
I turn and hurry away. The apartment door slams behind me, and then I’m running down his stairs, crying for real this time. I barely see where I’m going, and I trip on the bottom step, sprawling hard against the floor. Pain shoots through my knee, the one I hurt just a couple of days ago, and for a moment, I just sit there and let the tears take over. Aching, wrenching sobs, full of regret and self-loathing.
And worst of all, relief.
Because now I’ve told Daniel the truth, I don’t have to be crippled by guilt every time Emerson’s face comes into my mind. Which is like every other heartbeat.
He’s there now, watching me with those inscrutable eyes as I get to my feet and flee the building, out into the busy street. I blindly wave for a cab, not caring about the people passing by, or what they must think of my messy weeping breakdown.
How can it be that my heart feels like it’s breaking, and mending at the same time? How can I hate myself for hurting the man I love, but feel freer, all at once? Even as the guilt overwhelms me, remembering the crushed confusion on Daniel’s face, I feel it deep down in my gut: certainty. I’ve done the right thing here, and while it may not feel like it now, we’ll both be better off because of it.
I can only pray he’ll forgive me one day, I hope. If he ever stops hating me.


CHAPTER EIGHT
“Juliet? What the hell happened to you?”
Lacey’s voice wakes me up the next morning. I lift my head and slowly open my eyes. Daylight comes flooding in from the living room windows, and I shrink back from the glare.
“So you’re alive.” Lacey says. She’s standing over me, her duffel bag in her hand and a concerned look on her face. So, she’s back from her adventure with Garrett the Bartender then.
I groan. “Barely.”
I roll over, and swing my legs to the floor. I spent the night on the living room couch, too exhausted to even make it to bed. Now, I’m regretting not making it those extra fifteen feet: I’ve got a crink in my neck, and my right arm is dead from being propped up on a cushion above my head for hours.
“You going to tell me why you look like such a mess?” Lacey prods me.
“Gee, thanks.” I mutter, trying to massage some blood flow back into my numb arm.
“Juliet?” Her voice has real concern in it, so I look up and sigh.
“I broke up with Daniel.” I tell her. The words feel foreign in my throat, and for a split-second, I wonder if it was all a dream. Is Daniel going to show up at the door to take me out for breakfast like nothing ever happened?
Then the memory of last night comes rushing back to me, in all its messy, painful, jagged glory.
Nope. That was so not a dream.
I look up again. Lacey’s mouth is wide open, and she looks like I just told her I’m getting my head shaved, or running off to join a cult. Like I’ve completely lost my mind.
“ Well, technically, we’re on a break,” I add, as the details slowly take shape in my memory. “Or taking some time, or whatever you call it.”
Lacey gapes at me another moment, so I slowly get up, and behind to tidy up: picking the quilt from the floor where I must have tossed it in the night, and straightening up the couch cushions.
I feel a tug on the quilt, so I turn. Lacey yanks it away from me.
“What the hell did you do?” Her voice goes up a level and I flinch. “Jules, we talked about this, I can’t believe you just threw it all away!”
“Lacey,” I try to stop her, but she’s on a rant here: pacing back and forth in our tiny, cluttered apartment.
“Are you crazy?” Lacey demands. “Did you seriously just lose your mind? What did I tell you? This Emerson thing is a blip, a nothing.” She snaps her fingers. “But Daniel, that guy is forever.” Lacey shakes her head. “I don’t understand you. He’s sweet, and kind, and fixes things! Remember, when our fuses all blew and he knew exactly what to do? Jesus, if I had a guy like that…” She trails off, and for a moment, I see something flicker in her expression. “But guys like that don’t pick girls like me. They choose you, and you don’t even realize how fucking lucky you are!”
“Lacey,” I frown, confused by her anger. “I can’t lie to him, I just can’t.”
“So work it out!” she yells. “Do something, apologize, it doesn’t matter, just fix it!”
“It’s not that simple!” I yell back. “I can’t pretend like everything’s OK with Daniel when I feel this way about Emerson!”
“Like you want to rip his clothes off?” Lacey rolls her eyes. “Big deal.”
“No, it’s not like that.” I protest. “And what’s with you? You’re my friend! You’re supposed to be on my side!”
Lacey catches her breath. “I’m trying to understand, Jules, I really am.” She tells me, anguished. “So Emerson is hot, and sexy as hell, and has this… hold over you. But he fucking broke your heart, remember? And you moved on.” She crosses the room to me. “You’ve spent all this time talking about how you need your life to be different, and how you can’t deal with being in love like that again. And now you’re just going right back to him? What happens next?” She demands loudly. “You’re going to just stay in that tiny town with him and live happily ever after until he decides to bail all over again? What happened to making it, the job, the apartment, everything?!”
What happens next?
It’s what my mom asked me, four years ago. It’s what she warned me about. Men like that, you can’t build a future with them. Love that fierce always burns out. She knew that better than anyone. She begged me to leave Cedar Cove and Emerson behind, and make a real life for myself, not to fall into the same mistakes she did. After Emerson proved her right, I told myself over and over again, I would be careful next time.
But look where that’s gotten me now.
“Jules?” Lacey prompts me, and I realize I’ve been standing there, not saying a word.
“I don’t know.” I hug myself. “I just know, I have to see, if there’s anything there to make work. I have to be true to myself. Can’t you understand that, even a little?”
Lacey looks torn. “I understand,” she says finally. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re making a gigantic, monumental, epic mistake.”
“Well, just as long as you’re clear about it.” I mutter. It breaks the tension. Lacey cracks a smile.
“You know I want what’s best for you, doll.” She pulls me into a hug. “I just think Daniel is the best. Seriously, you should see the way that guy looks at you: like you’re the most precious thing in the world.”
I let out a long sigh. “I know exactly how Daniel sees me. That’s the problem. He treats me like I’m special, and good, and pure.”
“Jules…”
“No, it’s true!” I protest. “Even when I came clean about making out with Emerson, he still acted like it was just a mistake, something that happened because I was stressed and confused. He could never believe I wanted it.”
No, I correct myself. Not just wanted. Needed. I burned, and ached, and begged for Emerson’s touch. When I think of myself, trapped beneath him on that couch, moaning with pleasure from the sensation of his skin against mine, clawing at his clothes, and thrusting up against him…
Emerson looks at me like I’m a goddess, like I’m water, and he’s been roaming in the desert for a thousand years in search of just one drop. Like it takes everything in him not to devour me right there where I stand.
Like he sees my soul: raw, and damaged, and wanting. And he loves me all the same.
“Then I guess you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do.” Lacey sighs. “You heading back?”
I nod. “You want to get breakfast before I hit the road?” I ask, looking at her hopefully. Even after everything, I can’t bear the thought she’s angry at me. She’s been my best friend since the very first day of freshman year, and I can’t imagine life without her. “My treat,” I add. “We could get those chocolate chip pancakes you love…”
Lacey rolls her eyes again, but this time, it’s affectionate. “Way to ruin my rant.” she tells me, smiling.
“So that’s a yes?” I grin, relief coursing through me.
“You know me, I’m a cheap date.” Lacey grabs her purse. I laugh,
“Shut up.” I follow her out the door, but something niggles at the back of my mind. I pause. “You don’t really believe that stuff?” I ask her, frowning. “What you said, before, about guys like Daniel not picking you—“
“Forget it.” Lacey waves my concerns away. “I was just bitching, you know that.”
“Well, you’re wrong.” I tell her, following her down the hallway. “You’re awesome, and smart, and sexy, and you could have any guy you want.”
“Right now, I’ll take any guy who can give me bacon.” Lacey cracks. I laugh.
“You know I love you, right?”
Lacey links her arm through mine. “Love you too, babe.”
* * *
After breakfast, I pack up for the road – for real, this time. I don’t pretend to myself I’ll be done in town for just a few days. I honestly have no idea how long I’ll be gone, so I email my professors and study groups to tell them a family emergency is sending me out of town: I’ll check in every day to keep up, and be back at school for sure by finals. By the time I hit the road around midday, I have a backseat packed with my laptop, all my textbooks and notebooks, and enough clothes and toiletries to last a month.
Not that I even know I’ll be staying that long. Hell, for all I know, Emerson and me will take exactly five minutes to realize the past is the past, and there’s no getting back to what we used to have. He hurt me so bad, I don’t even know if I could trust him again. If I’m crazy to even consider it.
But something in me is certain now: I have to try. I have to sit down, and talk to him, and find out if these feelings overwhelming me are just temporary desire and old memories, or built of something more solid.
Is he even the same guy I fell in love with back then?
The thought rattles around my brain all the drive back to the coast, mingling with music on the radio and the sound of the wind whipping through my open windows as I try to get my emotions straight. Because hell, I know I won’t have the time or self-control to figure this stuff out when I’m drowning in those dark blue eyes.
Or running my tongue along his muscled torso, hungry for the salty taste of him.
Think clearly! I order myself, before I can get lost in the fantasy of his body hard and slick against mine. You can’t just go hurtling in there without a plan.
A plan. Right. That’s what I need. Because four years is a long time. We’re not kids anymore: I’m on the edge of my future here, and I need to know where this is going. If there even is a this to go somewhere. Will it be any different this time around? I know I’m a different girl to the one he knew back then, and even from the few short conversations we had this week, I can tell, he’s a different man too. Harder. More demanding. It thrilled me, but part of it scared me too. I pride myself on being careful and cautious now, and aside from the crazy stupid things I’ve done in the last few days, I know that isn’t just going to melt away the instant I see him again. So what makes me think I could even risk my heart again, if I had the choice?
The miles slip by, and still, I don’t get any closer to the answers. But as I drive headlong towards all this confusion and uncertainty, I realize that I don’t feel stressed, or worried anymore. I’m breathing easy, a flutter of excitement in my stomach. The closer I get to Cedar Cove and Emerson, the more right I feel, like I’ve been charged with a magnetic force, and everything’s pulling me to my North Pole. Arguments and questions and all these thoughts rattling around in my mind—they fade away the nearer I get to him, drowned out by the vision of his eyes, and lips, and the sweet, hot anticipation of finally being in his arms again.
By the time I cross the bridge, and head through town, I feel like every cell in my body is alive—calling out to him in a deafening chorus of desire. I planned to head back to the beach house and pull myself together before calling him, but as I pass Jimmy’s Tavern, my body has other plans. As if my hands are possessed, I suddenly yank the wheel around and pull a screeching U-turn into the parking lot.
I stop the Camaro with a jolt, breathless. Now I’m here, so close, all my nerves come flooding back. Just because he called and wanted to talk, it doesn’t mean he’s not mad at me, or wants to work things out. He could still be furious about Daniel, or—
Enough delay, get your ass in there!
I scramble out of the car before I can change my mind, not even stopping to check my reflection in the rear-view mirror. I slam the door behind me and cross the parking lot in quick strides, my nerves doing a crazy dance in my stomach.
I push open the Tavern doors and step inside. It’s early afternoon, so the place is pretty empty: just some guys in the corner playing pool, and a few people eating at booths along the wall. I sweep my gaze around the room, eagerly searching for any sign of him. I don’t even know if he’s working today, I just know I can’t wait a single more minute to see him: I’m so pent up with nervous anticipation, it feels like I’m going to shatter into a thousand pieces.
I walk deeper into the room, still looking around. And then I see him.
His back is turned to me, and he’s delivering some food to the corner booth. I freeze, every nerve in my body sparking to life as I drink in the sight of him. He’s wearing a red T-shirt that hugs every muscle of his broad shoulders, and his worn jeans drape perfectly from the curve of his ass.
Even just the back of him is enough to reduce me to a fluster. I feel my skin blush, and I have to fight to catch my breath.
Then he turns and sees me.
Emerson stops. He takes a moment, just staring, like he can’t believe it’s really me. Then his expression changes. His eyes darken, and the look he gives me is so full of hunger that I feel it slam right through me, liquid hot desire flooding right to my core.
Oh God.
I feel my legs buckle, as Emerson abandons the dishes on a table and crosses the floor towards me in long, purposeful strides. I open my mouth to speak, but he doesn’t pause a second, he just grabs my arm and pulls me after him towards the back of the room. I let out a yelp of surprise, but he doesn’t slow, he doesn’t relax his grip on me for a second, not until he’s dragged me behind the bar and into a small storage room at the end of the hallway.
He slams the door behind us and backs me up hard against the wall, still holding me in an iron grip. I gasp to catch my breath, a thrill shooting through my veins. The length of his body is hot and hard against mine, his face just inches from me. I can feel the pulse of his heartbeat, and heat of his breath on my lips, sending shivers through my body with each ragged gasp of air. Even in the dark of the room, I can see the desire burning in his eyes, the light of a thousand fires raging, threatening to consume us both.
“Tell me ‘no’,” he demands hoarsely, echoing the question he asked just two nights ago. Then, I didn’t have the strength to answer, but this time, I dig deep into the last reserve of control I have and breathe my reply, the word falling from my lips in a moan of pure, desperate desire.
“Yes.”
Emerson’s eyes flash with victory, and then there’s no time left for coherent thought because he’s closing the distance between us, his lips coming down to claim me in a devastating kiss.
I fall, completely.
His mouth demands everything, and I answer with all I have to give, reaching hungrily to tangle my fingers his hair and claw at his shirt, desperately pulling him closer, deeper, into me. Emerson’s body slams against mine, and I groan into his mouth, our tongues entwined as we plunge deeper into the intoxicating sensation of this kiss. I have no boundaries anymore, no sense, nothing holding me back from the demands of his body and our lips and the deep liquid pool aching low in the center of me. My breasts are hot and swollen under my shirt, and just the pressure of his chest pressed against me is enough to send ripples of aching pleasure through my body, but it’s not enough.
I’ll never have enough of him.
Emerson breaks the kiss, licking a blazing trail down the tender skin of my neck as his hands rove wildly across my bare flash. I tear at his T-shirt, finally pulling it over his head as he rips my blouse open and buries his face against my chest with deep groan of pleasure.
Oh God. I slide my hands across the glorious warmth of his bare shoulders, gasping as his tongue dances across my breasts. His hands gently squeeze and mold my flesh, pushing the flimsy fabric of my bikini top aside until his mouth finally closes over me, and then I’m gone. My head falls back, drowning from the pleasure of his tongue and the firm, wet rasp of sensation flooding across my skin. He gently licks and nibbles at me until I’m desperate, aching against him, and then he finally he closes his lips around my nipple and sucks, hard.
Holy hell!
A foreign cry rips from my lips, but he doesn’t stop, he just turns his attention to my other breast, teeth gently scraping the sensitive nub until I’m mindless with frustration and deep, aching desire. I’m liquid, helpless, every heartbeat drumming out a desperate plea I feel throbbing to the very core of me.
Emerson lifts his head. His eyes are two dark pools of desire, a clouded night’s sky. He catches his breath a moment, unsteady, and then drops a kiss on my lips. Sweet. Almost tender. I barely have time to take it in before he grabs my shoulder and spins me around, pushing me this time so my bare chest is slammed up into the wall, my cheek pressed against the cold concrete.
I gasp, my heart skipping with the thrill. I can feel him up against me, a solid wall of muscle trapping me in place, the hard ridge of him pressed against the small of my back. I can’t move, or see the expression on his face, only hear the hoarse groan Emerson sounds as he twists a handful of my hair and yanks it to one side, kissing a searing trail along the curve of my neck.
I whimper, bound and powerless against him, and oh God, loving every minute of it. His hands roam around to my front, across my breasts, tugging and teasing at the tender flesh before they slide down my stomach with heart-stopping intent. My legs give way, and I sag back against him as his fingers slip beneath the waistband of my skirt and under the thin lace of my panties, blazing a determined trail to the tight, aching center of me.
“Emerson!”
I hear my desperate cry as if from far away, through the rush of blood pounding in my ears. The world doesn’t exist anymore, nothing does, even my body has been reduced to just gasps, and pleas, and the desperate ache that won’t be soothed until his palm slides firm over me and his fingers find my tender flesh at last, and curve up to push inside of me.
Oh! I shudder against his hand, whimpering and twisting in his iron embrace as I frantically thrust against the rhythm of his fingers, shivers of pleasure spiraling out like silver cobwebs across my skin. Emerson groans, and I feel the deep vibration of his voice against my neck as his fingers press, and tease, and flutter inside me, and then he pulls free and I cry out, empty and aching until he finds me again, thumb pressing down with a new pressure that makes my knees give and my body ache, and my bones cry out for release until finally the endless slow build becomes a deep surge and with one last hard spiral of his fingers I shatter against him, falling into the velvet darkness.
When I surface, gasping, I’m hanging against him, Emerson holding me up with those solid, muscled arms. I catch my breath, shockwaves still shooting through me. I’m reeling from the intensity of my release, adrenalin coursing fierce hot sparks through my bloodstream. Emerson turns me back to him, claiming my mouth again with fevered kisses as he backs up against the opposite wall. Objects fall from the shelving, crashing to the floor around us, but we don’t stop. I couldn’t even if I tried. He fumbles with his belt, breathing labored against my mouth, and I push his hands aside to unbuckle him, shoving down his jeans and underwear, shocked at the hunger still clawing deep in my stomach even as my orgasm slips away.
More. Now. Mine.
My fingers close around him, hot and hard, and I feel the jolt of Emerson’s body as he lets out a growl of ragged desire. Power surges through me at the sound, and I look up to find his head tipped back, mouth open and groaning as I gently tease and stroke him in my palm. His eyes snap open to find me watching him. He reaches for me, but I duck back, and sink to my knees on the hard floor.
“Jules,” he gasps, reaching out to brace himself against the shelving as I lower my head and find him with my lips. I slide my hands down across the hard ridges of his abs and around to grasp the chiseled contours of his butt as I lick slowly along the shaft, tasting him, teasing him. He’s soft and salty, so familiar, so Emerson, it fills me with a blissful sense of calm. It feels like the most natural thing in the world to trace and lap at him, running my lips down his length and then swirling my tongue gently over the sensitive part near the tip. Emerson’s whole body shudders in response. He clutches mindlessly at the back of my head, tangling his fingers in my hair, and it sends a fresh wave of exhilaration through me. Now it’s his turn to be undone, to feel helpless, to be totally at the mercy of my touch and tongue and slow, agonizing exploration.
I pull his body closer and finally take him into my mouth. Emerson lets out a groan as I suck deeper, finding my rhythm, loving the feel of how his body trembles and jolts under my fingertips as I let my hands roam across the hard ridges of his skin, tracing slow circles on the tender patches just below his hipbones, drifting down the solid trunk of his legs, and up the inside of his thighs to tease and stroke his balls.
“Jules,” he gasps, tugging at my hair, trying to get me closer, go deeper, but I pull back, teasing now, whispering delicate kisses along the length of him until he’s begging for me, the sound of his heavy, desperate panting filling the dark room. I tease him for an age until I finally take him in my mouth again, my lips running tight against him, angling deep and slow as I feel his whole body seize above me. His breath catches, and I feel him flinch beneath my tongue, jerking and strung out and totally at my mercy.
“Jules,” he gasps again, a desperate warning. He tries to move my head away, but I push his hands back and take him deeper instead, sucking long and hard even as I hear him cry out a guttural moan and feel the hot spurt of liquid in my throat. I swallow him down, feeling the rush of pure power as his body unwinds under my hands, hard flesh and muscle and bone turning liquid as he sags back against the shelving and finally slides to the floor.
I raise my head to look at him, sprawled on the ground in front of me. He’s gasping for breath, his beautiful face looking dazed and wild-eyed and totally undone.
I did this.


CHAPTER NINE
Emerson slowly pulls his jeans back up. He looks at me, and then shakes his head, a look of wry amazement on his face.
“Jesus,” he says, still panting. “Are you trying to kill me?”
I grin, smug and satisfied. He laughs, and reaches to pulls me against him, into the crook of his arm. I go, relaxing against him, my pounding heartbeat drumming a fierce song against his; his bare chest hot and sweaty against mine.
Slowly, our breathing stills. I close my eyes, safe in the dark world of his embrace, and let the waves of sensation flood through me. I feel fucking incredible, every nerve and cell shimmering with golden triumph, like I could leap tall buildings in a single stride, like I could dive off the edge of the world and spread my arms wide and fly.
Emerson tucks a stray strand of sweaty hair behind my ears, and drops a gentle kiss on my temple. “You good?” he checks.
“Uh huh,” is all I can manage in response.
He laughs, a low chuckle against my neck. Then I feel a hesitation, his body tensing, just the smallest amount. I twist to look at him.
“What?”
He studies me carefully, dark with unspoken questions. “The boyfriend…” he says at last.
“We’re not together.” I tell him quietly. “Not for now.”
“Good.” Emerson’s eyes flash. “Because if you think I’m letting him touch you, after this…”
I giggle.
His expression darkens. “What’s so funny?”
“You.” I grin, that amazing calm afterglow still flooding my system. “Think I could… that I would do this, with him, after…” I trail off, looking around. “Shit!” I exclaim, seeing the mess. “What did we do to this place?” The floor is covered with cans and packets of food we must have sent tumbling from the shelves as we slammed up against them.
Emerson grins. “Yeah, I had more important things on my mind.”
I laugh, and lean up to kiss him gently on the lips. Emerson captures my mouth, deep and slow, and brings his hand to cup my cheek, the rough pad of his thumb stroking my cheek as I sink into his kiss.
This, right here. It’s all I ever wanted. It’s everything.
There’s a noise. I break away and look up in time to see the door swing open. The storage room is flooded with light as someone steps inside. Brit. She’s got her hair pulled back and an apron over a cut-off T and mini-skirt.
“What the fuck?” She gapes at us, tangled half-naked on the floor.
I let out a yelp of embarrassment and scramble for my shirt.
“Get out!” Emerson yells out in anger. He leaps to his feet, grabbing to zip up his fly.
Brit backs out of the room, looking horrified. “Sorry!” She yelps, and slams the door shut again.
I tug my bikini and T-shirt back in place, my cheeks burning with embarrassment. Oh God, how much did she see?!
There’s tap on the door, and then Brit’s voice comes again, nervous. “Um, Em? There’s a bunch of guys waiting at the bar, and I’m not old enough to serve them beers…”
“Just keep them busy, I’ll be right out!” Emerson calls back. He turns to me, looking sheepish. “Uh, sorry about that. I forgot this door doesn’t lock.”
“You think?!” I exclaim. I make sure everything’s covered, and catch my breath.
“I better get out there before they start to riot.” He starts towards the door. I prepare to follow him.
“How do I look?” I ask. My cheeks are still burning when I think about Brit walking in like that. Hell, she’s probably told everyone in the bar by now!
“Like I’ve just been doing unspeakable things to you.” Emerson says with a wicked gleam in his eye.
“No!” I yelp, patting frantically at my hair – now tangled and messy.
He laughs. “Relax, you look great. Always.”
Emerson holds his hand out to me. I look at it for a split-second, amazed that after everything, I’ve wound up here. A week ago, I would have laughed at anyone saying I’d be back in Emerson’s arms—or on my knees in a storage closet. I would have said they were crazy, that I would never be so reckless and stupid and backwards. But here I am, and I don’t feel any of those things.
I feel free.
I take Emerson’s hand and follow him back out into the bar. I’m blushing, certain everyone will be able to tell what we were just doing, but nobody even turns in our direction.
“What time do you get off?” I ask, twisting Emerson’s fingers in mine. It’s crazy, I still can taste him in my mouth, but I already want him again—for real this time. All the way.
“You tell me.” Emerson grins, and I can tell from the dark flash in his eyes that he’s thinking the same thing. He leans in close, lips softly scratching my earlobe as he whispers in a low, seductive drawl. “I can have this place shut down in five minutes. Just say the word.”
I feel a shiver of excitement, but I know I need some breathing room. Time to process what just happened in there. I step back, lightly planting my hands on the broad planes of his chest. “No, finish up here. Come over when your shift’s done.”
“Yes ma’am.”
I start to walk away, but Emerson grabs my arm and yanks me back. Before I can think, he takes me in his arms and dips me low to the floor, capturing my mouth in a scorching kiss. I can hear the sound of whoops and whistling around us. Then Emerson lifts me up again, setting me back on my feet. I blink at him a moment, breathless and dizzy.
He winks at me. “See you later.”
I nod dumbly. I don’t know how I manage to turn and walk away, but somehow, I make it back out to the car. I open the door and slip into the driver’s seat, my head still reeling from that heart-stopping kiss.
God, but that man can kiss.
And do a whole lot more besides…
My mind flashes back to the storage closet, and his mouth closed over my nipple; his fingers driving me insane. I sink lower in my seat, flushing hot just at the thought of it—of what I did to him!
And what I want to do to him, tonight…
Later.
I shake it off and start the engine, but even as I crank the radio loud and drive back towards the beach house, I can’t stop the grin of pure satisfaction from spreading across my face, so wide my cheeks almost hurt. I feel like a kid the night before Christmas, full of nervous anticipation and excitement for what’s to come. Except Emerson isn’t just a Christmas present to unwrap, he’s birthdays, and holidays, and summer vacation all rolled up into one: every good thing to look forward to, waiting for me.
Tonight.
* * *
Back at the house, I drag my duffel inside and unpack for real this time, in one of the upstairs guest bedrooms I always used to sleep in, all those summers ago. It’s the smallest of the four bedrooms, so the others never wanted it, but I loved tiny space, crammed up in the attic under the eaves with a too-big bed and a chipped dresser. The flower-print wallpaper is faded now, but the windows are hung with gauzy blue curtains that flutter in the breeze, and the view looks all the way out across the shore.
I open the windows wide to the warm, afternoon breeze and hang my clothes in the closet, going down to the bathroom on the first floor to arrange my toiletries and makeup. I hum along to the radio, breathing in the scent of salty air and summertime. Now that I don’t have the anxious fear of seeing Emerson hanging over me, calm and relaxed, some of the dark shadows in the house fade away.
Some, but not all.
I pass a closed door in the hallway: the master bedroom. The one room I still can’t bring myself to step inside. I pause, and lift my fingertips to rest them against the wood, like I can feel the ghosts lurking, just on the other side of the door.
This was my mom’s room. Dad was never around enough for it to belong to him, so I always thought of it as hers. She picked out the pink comforter, and painted the dresser to match when I was still a kid: dripping paint all over newspaper on the porch. She even had some of my photos framed and hung above the bed. I can see it all so clearly, from that last afternoon.
The day that I found her.
I feel an ache in my chest, but this time, I don’t try to swallow it back. I just hold the pain there, breathing slowly, in and out. In and out.
I lean forwards and rest my head against the door. Tears pool, hot in my eyes, and I feel one trickle down my cheek. I want to open the door, I really do. I want to step inside, and see the stripped mattress, and the empty space—show myself that it’s all in the past. That the ghosts don’t live here anymore.
But something in me fights just as hard to keep it closed. Because as long as I can picture her there behind the door, she’s not gone yet. I can imagine walking in, and seeing her frozen body laying there motionless on the bed. I picture rushing to her side the way I did four years ago, grabbing her shoulders and shaking, filled with desperation and panic. I yell her name, begging, pleading at her to wake up. But this time, my terrified shouts break through her slow drift, and her eyelids flutter, and she opens her eyes.
I find her soon enough. I save her.
The way I couldn’t save her before.
Nobody understands the secret guilt I’ve had to carry all this time, but why would they? We told everyone it was cancer that killed her, but that’s not the truth, not really. It was the reasons she died, sure, but in the end, my mom took her own life with a handful of painkillers washed down by a bottle of wine.
Suicide.
The doctor and my dad agreed to keep it under wraps. I didn’t even have time to tell Emerson before the funeral. The doctor told us after, that there was nothing we could have done anyway: the disease was too far advanced. Chemo, surgery—it was too late for anything. My mom knew, all along. It’s why she brought us here, for one last summer together.
And then, when summer was over, she left us without even saying goodbye.
I spent a long time hating her for it. Raging in my darkness that she could lie to me like that. Just give up, not even try to fight, and take the easy way out. But when the fury burned away, I could see, that there was nothing easy about her choices. She wanted to spare herself the slow, agonizing death of just wasting into skin and bones. She wanted to spare us the sight of watching her die.
I’ve forgiven her for what she did, but I’m still not sure I can forgive myself.
Because in my darkest hours, the whispers come, cruel and taunting. Maybe if I’d been a better daughter, she would have thought she still had something left to live for.
I let out a long sigh, and slowly step back from the door. The counselor at college I saw freshman year told me that every time I had a bad memory of my mom’s death, I should try and think of a happy one we shared, to balance it out. I only went to her for a few sessions: after I got the prescription for anti-anxiety meds, I figured it was best to just put my head down and try to get on with things, instead of endlessly talking about the past. But now I have that vision of mom’s body on the bed back in my head, I decide to take her advice. I wander downstairs and into the kitchen, searching my memory for something, anything, to replace it.
Meatloaf.
I see the baking dish sticking out of the top of a box, and remember. That last summer, mom had a weird fixation with teaching me to cook. She had a bunch of old recipes, handed down from her mom, and grandmother before that, and kept nagging at me to learn. I could care less—I was caught up in Emerson, and my photography, and the last thing I wanted was to stand around some steamy kitchen cooking, when I could be off at the beach somewhere with him. But mom kept on at me, and so one rainy afternoon when Emerson had to work, I agreed to let her teach me.
We drove through the rain to the market, and I trailed behind the cart and watched her pick out ingredients. She told me how to check with the guy at the meat counter about the beef, and pick tomatoes that weren’t watery, and what spices would make just the right sauce. There was something manic, almost frenzied about her enthusiasm, the way she babbled on about how her grandmother brought the recipe over from Europe before the war, and how her mom changed this and that. To tell the truth, I zoned most of it out, too busy texting Emerson flirty messages. Now I know why she was so insistent, thrilled to get the chance to pass on the family recipe before it was too late.
She knew she didn’t have much time.
We spent the afternoon cooking here in the kitchen as the rain poured down outside. Mom played old country classics on the stereo, and soon, even I was humming along, chopping and stirring and mixing with her at the counter. All our fights about Emerson and my college choices were put on hold, like we hit pause in our mother-daughter battles. Looking back now, I can see it was a perfect day: no deep forced conversation or anything, just simple, comfortable togetherness.
The kind I’ll never get with her again.
I look around the kitchen. I can almost smell the scent of oregano and basil, see mom pirouetting between the refrigerator and the stove-top. I hug myself, trying to hold the happy picture in my mind. I can’t remember the last time I let myself just think about her. After it happened, and I fell apart, I figured the only way to keep going was to block it all out completely: the good memories, along with the bad. I’ve worked so hard to push down any thought of her, scared to death that the moment I let her picture fill my thoughts, or conjure up the sound of her voice, then I’ll see her body, laying there all over again. And, worse, feel the familiar tight bands of steel smothering my breath, the rush of hot panic that crushes me alive.
But here I am, thinking about her, and I feel OK. Sad, yes. Wistful, and regretting, and edged with all my usual guilt and anger, but not so bad I can’t keep it under control.
Maybe I’m ready to start remembering.
I exit the kitchen door and cut across the lawn to my photography shed. Inside, I find everything where I left it: chemicals in their bottles on the shelf, plastic basins stacked in the sink. And that airtight box of old film canisters, waiting to be developed after all these years.
I feel a calm settle over me, and almost before I can think twice, I find myself setting out my equipment in a routine I know by heart. I check the heavy drapes block out the light completely then I flip off the lights, so I’m bathed in the warm red glow of the safety light. The afternoon passes in a quiet, calm haze as I unspool, and mix, and wash, adding chemicals and rinsing until the negatives are hanging in thin amber strips around me, and I’m bringing the first images to life on thick glossy paper.
I gently swirl chemicals over the paper in a basin, watching the faint outlines of the image begin to show through. I’d forgotten how soothing the whole routine is. Most people find it boring: they’d much rather have the instant pleasures of a digital camera, where you can see the image right away on the screen, and upload them to the computer in an instant. For the last four years, I’ve been the same: snapping photos on my phone, and texting them in the same moment. I told myself it was better, hassle-free and easy, but now I know they were just lies I told myself to forget the strange comfort of being here in the dark, making pictures from nothing like I’m some kind of magician, taking memories and casting them onto the page.
This reel of film is from that summer, four years ago. I travel back in time with every new photo. Carina glaring, nose in her cellphone as she texts all her friends about what a drag her vacation is turning out to be. Dad, fleeting, always at his laptop, with an eye-roll to get my camera out of his face. And mom, always outside: sitting on the beach for hours, staring into the horizon.
I trace her face gently, hanging the photo up on the line to dry. How did we not see it? She was fading away right in front of us, but we never guessed. I guess she was determined to hide the truth: wearing makeup, and baggy linen clothes, and forcing her voice loud and bright to hide the shake of uncertainty. In this shot, she’s in a lawn chair down by the sand. Her hair is dancing in her eyes, and she’s got a smear of sunscreen on one cheek. She’s laughing into the camera, teasing me about something. She looks happy. At peace.
I smile to myself and move on, finding whole rolls of film full of Emerson. The two of us, hugging close on a windswept beach. Driving the back-roads. Laying half-buried under the tangled sheets on his bed. Fragments that send me deeper back into my memories, down a different road this time, to when I lived in a constant state of nervous exhilaration, my pulse jumping at the slightest touch.
Desire…
I can see it all in the delicate lines of the prints: those late nights clinging breathlessly to him in the front seat of his truck; sneaking him up the back stairs; muffled laughter under my covers. Emerson’s gaze pierces me even through the photographs: dark and thrilling and full of fierce affection. I feel a deep pull of lust, tracing the outline of his face—years younger, but just as conflicted.
God, we were consumed by each other. It was like nothing I’d ever known, the compulsion to drown myself in his touch and never come back up for air. There was no slow fall for us: no gentle hesitant dates, and shy flirting. Right from the start, loving him was like hurling myself off a tall cliff and hoping like hell he would be there to break my fall. And when I hit the ground and found myself all alone in the world, without him, without my mom, I tried to forget this summer altogether. Pretend like it had never happened. Anything to stop the endless agony, the wretched guilt and pain and creeping suspicion that it was all my fault.
That they left me because I wasn’t enough to make them stay.
I thought it was healthy. Moving on. But looking around, at the photos hanging around me, wet on the line, I realize there’s a place in my heart that’s been empty and frozen ever since. Numb.
And now it’s cracking wide open.
Emerson was just the start of it, the first shard through my tough defenses. He broke my steel shell, and now I’m feeling all the emotions I’ve ignored for so long: sadness, and sweetness, hurt, regret. Even passion.
Especially passion.
It thrills me, experiencing the rush all over again, but it terrifies me too. Because no matter how much I love what Emerson does to me, I know what comes after—when I crash full-speed into the end. Feeling like this is what got me into trouble in the first place: so desperate and depressed, sinking under the black cloud of hopelessness. Lacey was right, what she said that first day I drove into town: I can’t go back there, to that place. I swore, never again, and I meant it. So how do I go there with Emerson and not risk that fall?
Is there any way to love him besides with all my heart, all the way?
* * *
I don’t even notice time passing, until a gentle tap on the door jolts me out of memories and I check my watch to find it’s eight PM. Emerson!
“Is it safe to come in?” His voice slips through the closed door.
I grin. He’s learned from his mistakes. The first time he came to find me in the shed, he flung the door open without warning and ruined a whole roll of film I was developing. We got into a drag-out fight that lasted until he threw me up against the wall and made me forget all about the wasted reel.
This time, I need to show more self-control, I decide. Sure, I was sobbing and undone in his arms just a few hours ago, but I can’t throw myself at him completely. I’ve got to play it cool.
“All-clear!” I finally call out, hanging the final print to dry on the line.
The door opens, and there’s a brief flood of light before Emerson closes it quickly behind him and we’re alone in dark and the low red glow.
My pulse skips, just at the sight of him, his body filling up the space, commanding.
“I’m sorry, I lost track of time.” I apologize quickly. He’s looking around at the prints hanging to dry. “I found some old films,” I explain, embarrassed. “I figured, it would be good to see…”
“I remember this.” Emerson stops at a photo of us, taken at an angle as I held the camera away from our faces. We’re wrapped up in sweatshirts and scarves, the sky cloudy in the background. “We drove out to the lake, and it rained all the drive home.”
“We had to pull over to the side of the road it was pouring so hard.” I think back to that stormy afternoon. “And wait it out in the truck.”
Emerson gives a low chuckle. “Waiting wasn’t all we did.”
I feel my cheeks flush. Anyone could have pulled over and found us there, half-naked and gasping, but I didn’t care.
Emerson shifts, reaching for a new photo. His arm brushes against me, and I catch my breath. The sound of my inhale echoes in the stillness, and I see a smile curve on the edge of Emerson’s lips.
Damn. So much for playing it cool. He knows what he’s doing to me.
Emerson keeps browsing the photos, while I wait, on edge. My stomach is tied up in knots, uncertain what I should do next. Everything in me is screaming out just to reach for him, and go plunging headlong into that ecstasy again, but he hasn’t so much as touched me yet—not on purpose anyway.
My heart twists with fear. Is he having second thoughts? Was our storage closet hookup enough to sate his curiosity and lust? Maybe without that desire blinding him, he’s decided dredging up the past is a bad idea.
“How was work?” I blurt, desperate to fill the silence. “Everything OK?”
Emerson ignores the babbling questions and finally turns to me. “It’s good to see you back in here.” His eyes lock onto mine, shadowed in the dark. “I always loved watching you. In your element.”
I blink, my breath catching in my throat. Suddenly, I remember Emerson up behind me as I bent over the work bench, his hands roving, teasing across my body until I couldn’t take it anymore, and abandoned my prints for the sweet, hot rush of his lips on mine. Here, in this very shed, I gave myself to him completely for the first time. No fear, just a hunger I didn’t think could ever be satisfied until I was pressed beneath the weight of him, feeling him deep inside.
I can see from the flash in his eyes, he remembers too.
Emerson takes a half-step towards me, and touches one finger to my lips. His gaze sears into mine, magnetic, and I can’t help but part my lips in a silent gasp, reaching to taste his fingertip with my tongue.
Emerson lets out a ragged breath, then gently pushes deeper into my mouth. It’s unbearably erotic. I shudder, feeling a rush of heat pool between my thighs, but I don’t look away. I close my lips around his finger and suck.
He lets out a groan. “Fuck, Jules.”
I can’t wait any longer. I reach for him, pulling his face down and kissing him hard and hot and hungry. Emerson staggers back against the bench, his arms coming tight around me, his body slamming against mine in a delicious wall of muscle. I moan into his mouth, taking greedy handfuls of his hair, sliding my hands down the hard planes of his shoulders. I’m already wet and ready, screaming out to deliver on the promise our bodies made earlier today—hell, the promise my body has been waiting on for four long years now, laying in bed alone at night, imagining my fingers are his, that he’s inside me, claiming me for his own.
I reach for his fly, but Emerson suddenly pushes me away. “Woah,” he gasps, struggling for air. “Hold up.” He puts me aside and takes a few steps away, as far as he can get from me in the tiny shed.
I’m left alone and panting, nothing but empty air where his body was.
“We should…” Emerson gestures outside, like he can’t wait to get away from me.
A hot rush of shame floods through me. He doesn’t want me.
“I… I’m sorry,” I stutter. I want to die—for the ground to open and swallow me up. Oh God, what was I thinking? I practically stripped him naked and threw him on the floor. He must think I’m a dog in heat, that I haven’t been laid in years! “I.. I thought… That you…”
Fuck. I sink back against the bench, humiliated. Just kill me now.
“Just go.” I say quietly, turning away. “You don’t want me. Forget this ever happened.”
“What? No, that’s not what I meant.” In an instant, Emerson is at my side. “Jules, look at me.” He takes my face between his thumb and forefinger, and gently turns my head so I have no choice but to look at him. “It’s not that I don’t want you. Damn, all I’ve been able to think about for days is ripping your clothes off and fucking you senseless.”
“So what’s stopping you?” I blink back at him. “I don’t understand.”
Emerson grins gently. “You thought I was just going to walk in here and slam you up against the bench?”
“Well, yes!” I exclaim, embarrassed.
He laughs. “I came here tonight to take you out.”
I stare. “Like, on a date?”
“Yeah.” Now it’s Emerson’s turn to look embarrassed. “You said we needed to talk, and… I didn’t want you thinking I only want you for sex.”
“No, that’s my move.” I say, flushing hot again.
He gives me a daring grin. “Believe me, baby, it’s taking everything I have not to get you naked right now. But, I made plans. So if you can hold off driving me wild until after your surprise…”
“I can try,” I tell him, smiling as relief washes through me. It’s all OK. I haven’t screwed this up. “But no promises.”
“Good enough.” Emerson opens the door and then holds it open, gesturing me to go through it. “Let’s get this show on the road.”


CHAPTER TEN
Emerson waits while I go clean myself up inside, then we head outside. In the light of the setting sun, I can see that he’s cleaned himself up: he’s clean-shaven, with his damp hair smoothed back, wearing a sky-blue shirt with his jeans that sets off his tan and makes his eyes look like deep pools of crystal water.
He looks flat-out, drop-dead gorgeous.
Good enough to eat. Again.
I get to the truck, but as I reach for the door, Emerson cuts in front of me to open it. He holds out his hand to help me up. “I didn’t say it before,” he adds, holding on once I’m inside. “But you look really beautiful tonight.”
I blush. “I had, like, three minutes in the shower,” I point out. I was racing round my room so fast, I’m surprised I managed to get my sundress on the right way around.
“So?” Emerson bends his head and drops a soft kiss on my knuckles. “You always look amazing.”
He slams the door and goes around to the driver’s side, while I try to get my blushing under control. I’ve got butterflies whirling in my stomach, and I feel like I’m a teenager all over again and he’s come to pick me up for our very first date.
Not that we really did the whole ‘dating’ thing, I remind myself. We cut right to the backseat part of the night.
“So where are we going?” I ask, as Emerson backs out of the drive.
He grins at me. “It’s a surprise.”
“Not even a hint?” I fake pout, and he laughs.
“Nope. Patience.”
Now it’s my turn to laugh. “I think we figured out that’s not exactly my thing. At least, not with you,” I add, then immediately scold myself for my honesty. Something in me still doesn’t want him knowing the effect he has on me, like nothing I’ve ever known with anyone else.
But Emerson doesn’t seem to notice my inadvertent confession. Or if he does, he doesn’t mind.
“Believe me,” Emerson drapes an arm over the back of my seat, the brush of his fingertips on my neck sending shivers right through me. “You’re not the only one with impulse control problems. I’m already thinking of all the ways I’m going to make you come tonight.”
I catch my breath at his words, feeling desire tug deep in me. I turn and catch his gaze, the hunger in his eyes burning right the way through me. He pauses at an intersection and reaches for me: tasting my lips, dipping his tongue into my mouth as I melt against him.
The kiss deepens, then Emerson pulls away. He turns back to the road and slams his hand against the steering wheel.
“Damn.” Emerson swears. “I said I wouldn’t do this.”
“Do what?” I ask, worried.
“Jump you, like some wild animal. I’m trying to be romantic here, remember?”
I let out a sigh of relief. It’s sweet, him trying to keep his hands off me when all I want to do is rip that shirt open and lick my way down his gloriously muscled body.
“OK, we make a pact then.” I agree. “No jumping until the end of the night.”
Emerson gives me a sideways look. “I could turn the truck around right now and take you home, and that would be the end of the night.”
I laugh. “OK then, midnight. We keep our hands off each other until then. Deal?”
Emerson lets out a tortured sigh. He turns to give me a liquid look, full of desire, then finally nods. “Deal. But it’s not because I don’t want you...” his eyes soften, sincere. “What you said earlier—“
“It’s nothing!” I protest quickly, feeling mortified.
“Don’t ever think I don’t want you.” Emerson pulls over to the side of the street. He reaches over and grabs my hand, holding it tight. My heart skips at the intensity of his gaze, burning into me, hot and fierce.
“I always want you, Jules. Even when I hated you, even when I wished I’d never see your face again, I still lost my mind thinking all the things I’d do to you, if you came back.” His voice breaks. When he speaks again, it’s with a rough, ragged tone, like he’s forcing the words out.
“I’ll always want you, Juliet. It’ll be the fucking death of me, but I won’t ever stop.”
Emerson yanks the truck back in gear, and keeps driving, but I sit, stunned into silence.
His words careen around my head, possessive and final.
I can tell, he doesn’t want to feel this way, like I’m a burden he has to carry, and although part of me has felt just the same, it fills me with sadness.
Is that what we are to each other now, the curse that can’t be broken?
Emerson pulls up by the harbor. I quickly push back my fears and paste a bright smile on my face. Whatever else is going on right now, he’s making an effort to be a gentleman: to take me out, and talk about this whole mess. I’m not going to ruin that now with all my over-thinking.
I climb down and look around. The marina is different to the last time I saw it, at the party. The boats bob quietly along the quays, and the evening ocean is silent and still.
“Come on.” Emerson holds out his hand, so I take it, and follow him down one of the docks to the boat moored at the end. It’s a sailboat, old but in great condition, with tiny lights strung up, and a blue sail tethered up, and a polished blonde wood deck.
My mouth drops open. “This is yours?” I exclaim in shock.
Emerson nods proudly . “I got her a couple of years ago. She was in pretty bad shape, so I’ve been rehabbing her bit by bit… I know she’s nothing fancy,” he adds, looking self-conscious, “But she sails true, and there’s plenty of space up there.”
“I think it’s great.” I smile. “Permission to come aboard?”
“You can count on it.” Emerson gives me another of those looks, the smoldering one that turns my insides to jelly.
I catch my breath and follow him up the gangplank onboard. Then I catch sight of the curling script on the side and lose my breath all over again.
Jaybird.
His pet name for me. The reason I got my tiny tattoo.
My heart races with disbelief. “I can’t believe you named a boat after me…”
Emerson coughs. “Well, I figured it suited her.” He gives me a devilish grin. “She was a stubborn bitch, but once I got my hands on her, she fell into line.”
“Hey!” I swat playfully at his arm. He laughs, ducking back out of reach.
“Let me show you around.”
Emerson shows me the engine, and rigging, and the tiny cabin below decks with a narrow bunk and slim galley kitchen.
“It’s amazing!” I exclaim, looking around the space. Everything’s tucked away, perfectly in place. “Although, I can’t believe you sleep on that tiny bunk.”
I turn, and suddenly find myself pressed up against Emerson, dangerously close.
“It’s big enough,” he murmurs, and I blush again, looking over at the bunk. I wonder how many other girls he’s brought aboard, then quickly push down the thought.
I’m here with him now, that’s what matters.
Up above deck again, Emerson unties us from the dock and starts up the engine, steering us slowly out of the harbor and into the bay. “I figured we’d find a beach to drop anchor,” he says from behind the wheel, looking over to check with me. “And then have a picnic dinner.”
“You made a picnic?” My eyes shoot wide. I know Emerson’s changed since I saw him last, but the man I knew back then could barely make a slice of toast.
“Don’t worry,” Emerson laughs at my shock. “I got Garrett to pack us up some fried chicken and potato salad from the kitchen.”
“Phew.” I let out an exaggerated sigh of relief. “You had me worried there.”
We head out from the shore, lights from town beginning to shine bright against the darkening sky. The breeze picks up, so I grab a sweater from my bag, and then go to sit by the back of the boat, watching Emerson behind the wheel. He’s relaxed and confident: adjusting our speed, checking the navigation and instruments. His body is sure and strong in the twilight, and there’s something incredibly hot about the total control he has over our ride.
He turns to find me watching him, and smiles. “You remember that schooner I took you out in?”
“That wreck?” I laugh, thinking of the tiny old boat he borrowed one afternoon, so we could go out sailing around the bay. I shake my head at the memory. “That thing had so many leaks, I’m surprised we didn’t go down in the middle of the bay.”
“Me too,” Emerson grinned. “I was trying to act so cool and together, but all I could keep thinking was I couldn’t drown before I got you naked again.”
I laugh, hugging my arms around me. Emerson notices, and fishes a jacket out from underneath one of the seats. “You always did get cold,” he murmurs, tucking it around my shoulders. I blink, inhaling the scent of him, mingled with the salty sea air.
Our eyes catch, and I know that both of us are thinking about that midnight deadline. Damn, but it’s going to be a long night.
Emerson gives me a rueful smile, then takes the wheel again. I scoot back in my seat and try to focus on the gorgeous scenery outside the boat—instead of the masterpiece I’ve got right here in front of me. As we skirt around the bay, twilight fades into a dusky pale sky, the shoreline turning to dark shadows against the dark water. I let the motion of the waves wash through me, marveling that after all these years, I’m right here with Emerson, all over again.
I smile to myself. Never mind all the emotion and uncertainty dancing away in the back of my mind. Tonight, I just get to be with him, out here on the ocean, away from dry land and all the complications waiting back on shore.
“What are you smiling at?” Emerson asks. I look up to find him watching me, a quizzical expression on his face.
“This.” I shrug, self-conscious. “You. Us.” I quickly realize my mistake, and try to cover it, “Not, you know, us, just being here, right now… It’s… nice, is all I’m saying.” I trail off, blushing. I hope Emerson doesn’t freak out, or think I’m getting ahead of myself. One date doesn’t make a relationship, I know.
“Good.” Something flickers across Emerson’s face, a shadow that makes me wonder if he’s thinking of bad memories, but then it’s gone, and he’s looking at me with a quiet intensity that takes my breath away.
He glances down to check his watch. “Three more hours.” He says, with a dark grin. “And then I promise you, ‘nice’ will be the last word on your mind.”
“Feeling pretty cocky, huh?” I tease.
“Damn right.” Emerson shoots back with a smirk. “You haven’t had any complaints so far.”
I laugh. Something in me registers that it’s crazy to be joking about this—about falling into bed with him again, when I know that it’ll rob me of my last shred of self-control and sense—but there’s something so easy about it, a natural banter like we’ve always been laughing and talking together. Like there’s never been any darkness between us.
My thoughts are interrupted by a rumble in my stomach, reminding me I haven’t eaten in hours. Was it really this morning I had breakfast, miserable and hung-over back in the city with Lacey?
Emerson must hear it too, because he laughs. “Nearly there.”
We sail for another five minutes or so, until we reach a secluded cove. It’s a beautiful spot: sheltered from the rest of the bay by an outcropping of rocks, with the beach visible in the distance. Emerson cuts the engine, so we’re drifting, bobbing gently on the evening tide.
He fetches up the hamper, and a blanket and pillows, setting them out on the deck like a real picnic. I settle down and get comfortable, and he hands me a beer.
“We should toast,” I say, holding up my bottle.
“What to?” Emerson asks.
Suddenly, my mind goes blank. Everything I could say seems loaded with meaning. Should I toast to new beginnings? To the past? To moving on? Nothing sounds right.
“How about, to unexpected reunions?” Emerson suggests, when I don’t answer.
I take a quick breath of relief. “To unexpected reunions,” I echo, clinking my bottle against his.
Emerson unpacks the hamper, and soon we’re digging into the delicious meal. We chat easily – simple, no-conflict topics like how we’ve spent the last few years: the trips we’ve taken, how school is going for me.
“If you’ve got finals coming up, shouldn’t you be back at school?” Emerson frowns when I tell him about my unofficial study leave.
“I don’t need to be there until the actual exams,” I say. “I brought all my books back with me, and I only need a few more credits to graduate.”
“Then what?” Emerson tilts his head to look at me.
I glance down, and give an awkward shrug. “I don’t know. I thought I had it all figured out,” I explain. “I was going to move up to DC, with Daniel.”
“Daniel.” Emerson repeats it slowly. “So that’s his name.”
I feel a stab of guilt. Two years I was with the guy, and already it’s like I’ve forgotten about him. But Emerson does that to me: he blots out everything else in the world, like we’re the only people who have ever existed for each other.
I shake my head, focusing back on the man in front of me. The one waiting patiently for answers. “Anyways, I guess that’s off now, so…” I trail off, realizing for the first time that it wasn’t just my relationship with Daniel I threw away when I broke things off, it was my whole entire life plan. The apartment, the job, the move… For months now, I’ve known exactly what’s waiting for me on the other side of graduation, but now?
Now, there’s just a blank slate. And it scares the crap out of me.
I gulp down the rest of my beer to mask my anxiety. “What about you?” I ask brightly. “You never thought about getting out of town?”
Emerson looks out, across the ocean. He gives a slow shrug. “I never really had the choice. I mean, Brit and Ray Jay needed someone around to look out for them.”
“But they’re grown up now,” I point out.
He snorts. “Debatable. Brit’s still leaving shit all over my apartment. She keeps saying she’s going to move out and get a new place, but… it doesn’t happen.”
I cringe, remembering her shocked look walking into the storage room. “And what about your mom?” I venture, awkward. “Is she…?” I trail off.
“Sober? Clean? The fuck if I know.” Emerson’s face takes on a new harshness, and something in my heart aches with pain for him. “She shows up, every couple of years,” he adds, with a bitter twist in his voice. “Saying how sorry she is, how she wants to come back and get her act together this time.”
“Maybe she means it this time?” I ask quietly. “Everyone deserves a second chance.”
“Oh yeah?” Emerson’s eyes catch mine, and suddenly we’re not talking about his mom anymore. He holds my gaze, dark and intent, and I see that shadowed, haunted look flit across his face again, like the past is creeping back around us no matter how hard we try to keep it at bay.
I swallow hard, then nod. “Sometimes people make mistakes.” I say softly, gathering all my courage. “But if they’re sorry, and they want to make things right, maybe they deserve that shot. To explain why, and make things right.”
“You really think excuses can make a difference?” Emerson’s expression is pained, but vulnerable for a moment, and my heart leaps that there’s a crack in his hard façade.
“Everybody has their reasons,” My heart skitters with nerves. “How do you know, if you don’t try?”
Emerson drains his beer, then tosses the bottle aside. He opens his mouth, and for a moment our eyes meet, and something hovers in the air between us, fragments of emotion and the truth we’ve never spoken. My heart leaps.
Then the shutters slam down in his eyes, and Emerson’s mouth twists into a pained, brooding smirk. “Some things don’t deserve to be forgiven.”
Emerson’s body is tense now, coiled and waiting, and I feel a stab of pain and regret shoot through me. I have to dig my nails into my palms not to let out a gasp of dismay. Is that what he thinks about me—or are we talking about his mom again?
I don’t know what to say to him, I don’t even know where to start. I need an explanation about why he broke things off four years ago, but how can I ask, when the truth might be worse than I ever imagined? Is there even anything he can say to me to make it all OK?
I press my lips together, miserable. The silence drags on, unbearable, as the boat gently rocks on the waves. Then Emerson looks across the blanket at me. “Why did you come back?” he demands.
“I told you.” I look down, my voice small. “Dad’s broke. He wants to sell the house.”
“Bullshit.” Emerson curses. “You could have had someone else come, you could have left it all alone. But you came back. Why?”
I keep my gaze fixed on the deck, the ocean, anywhere but him. “I couldn’t trust anyone else to pack it up right. All the memories...”
“Don’t lie to me!”
In a sudden motion, Emerson sweeps the plates and containers aside. He grabs me by both arms, pulling me towards him so that I have no choice but to look at him. To stare into that beautiful blue abyss, as dark and tormented as I’ve ever seen it.
“Cut the bullshit, Jules.” His grip is tight on my skin, “Tell me why you came back.”
My heart leaps into my throat. I swallow back a sob.
He’s right. I’ve kept telling myself, and everyone else, that I had to be here. I had no choice. But the truth is, I couldn’t stay away.
I didn’t want to.
“Tell me, Jules.” Emerson’s voice turns pleading. His eyes are desperate, begging me for the answer I’m too afraid to admit.
But I have to.
“You,” I cry, my voice echoing out across the silent ocean. “It’s always been you!”
A look of wonder flashes across Emerson’s face, and then he’s pulling me to him, capturing my mouth in a desperate, drowning kiss.
I come undone.
Emerson kisses me like it’s the end of the world, like we’ve only moments left to live, and there’s nothing he wants more than to possess me, completely. No past regret, or heartache, nothing but our lips, and tangled tongues, and the steely embrace of his arms locked tight around me, crushing me against his chest.
This is like nothing I’ve felt before. It’s like a tidal wave of sensation is breaking over me, and I have no choice but to be swept along, falling deeper into the intoxicating taste of him. I grab at his shirt and cling to him, all my worries and insecurities dissolving in an instant under the hungry probe of his tongue, and the feel of his hands searing a blazing trail across my skin as he lays me down beneath him on the hard deck.
I tear off his shirt and lock my legs around his waist, arching up against him as he yanks down the tiny straps of my sundress and then rips it over my head, baring me to the night. I gasp at the chill of air against my bare skin. He buries his face in the hollow of my neck, sending sharp bolts of pleasure down my body with every new kiss. The electricity crackles, hot and wet between my thighs as he sucks and bites his way along my collarbone and down across my bare breasts, his mouth hot and demanding on my skin.
Oh God, yes.
His hand slips between my legs, and then I’m arching up against his touch, moaning as his fingers stroke and tease through my panties. His touch shivers against me, sparks of pure sensation, but every time I buck into his hand, he holds me back, scratching lightly over the fabric with his fingertips until I’m writhing, aching for him, crying out with frustration.
Emerson lifts his head, gazing at me with a dark, hooded look as he toys with me. I beg him wordlessly with my eyes, gasping until he roughly yanks my thighs apart. He gives me a swift, possessive stroke before he sinks one finger deep inside me.
I cry out, lifting my hips as his hand begins to pulse against me. I clench around him, mindless from the fast rock of his finger, and the lightning rasp of his tongue as he dips his head back to my breast and drags his mouth across my nipples.
Closer. Harder. Now.
I roll us, landing on top and thrusting down hard against his hand as his mouth keeps tormenting my breasts.
He pushes another finger up inside me.
The world spirals out of focus. Even the distant lap of the ocean is gone now, drowned beneath the roar of blood in my ears and the hungry thunder of my heartbeat. Emerson’s fingers surge inside me, and I bite down into his shoulder, mindlessly bearing down on the dark, delicious pressure like I’m possessed.
We’re beyond tenderness or teasing now, gasping and clawing at each other as we fight for control. But it’s never been an even fight. Emerson rolls again in a single movement, trapping me beneath him. He drags his head from my chest, and a chilled blast of air replaces the warmth of his mouth on my nipple. I yelp, tensing as he rips my panties away, leaving me totally naked, spread and breathless on the deck.
He looks down, eyes raking over my body with a look of wild abandon in his eyes. He’s on the edge, ready to lose control completely, and I feel a shot of power that I’ve stripped away all his last defenses. For a moment, he’s poised there above me, our breath coming in ragged gasps, then he slides his way down my body and grabs above my knees, pushing my legs open and setting my ankles around his neck. He bends his head and set his mouth against me, licking across the tender apex of my thighs in a long, harsh sweep.
“Oh God!” I cry out, hearing my moan echo out across the bay as his tongue laps at my most sensitive point, dipping down to probe inside me. There! He licks up again, sinking his fingers back inside me as he sets about undoing every last coherent thought in my mind. His tongue licks me faster me as his fingers pulse from the inside, the shockwaves coiling closer and tighter, and I buck against his mouth, desperate for the delicious friction of each new lick, and suck, and thrust—
Emerson pulls away, and I cry out again, this time in desperate frustration. I grab for him, gasping for release, but he sweeps my hands aside and pins my wrists to the deck in one swift motion so I’m trapped there, helpless beneath him. His gaze pieces right the way through me, wild and blazing with lust. I struggle against his grip, hating the space between us, needing his mouth on me again, but Emerson stays just above me, keeping my wrists locked in place pressed painfully against the deck.
He watches me, his jaw clenched, every muscle in his body solid and tensed above me. Out of reach.
I writhe, straining against his iron grip. “Please,” I gasp, not caring that I’m begging. Right now, in this moment, I’d do anything to feel him inside of me, any fucking thing he could ever ask or demand.
I’ll give all of me just to possess him one more time.
“Please, Emerson!” I whimper.
“What?” He growls. “What do you want from me?”
“Fuck me!” My voice breaks.
Something shatters in his expression. Emerson’s eyes flash, wild. He releases my wrists and scoops my body to his with a deep, guttural groan. He kisses me, devouring my lips as I yank open his jeans and push them down. He’s hard and ready for me, and I instinctively arch up, opening my thighs wider, already aching for the thick fullness of him.
He finds me, slamming inside with a single thrust that sends every nerve and cell in my body screaming with pleasure.
Holy fuck!
I fall back with a cry, clawing my nails against his back, surging to meet his thrusts with my own as he rocks into me, hard and deep and unrelenting. He’s filling me up, splitting me open with a gorgeous ache. I open wider, pulling him deeper, and the pain melts into a heavy-boned sweetness, radiating out through my whole entire body. Emerson drops his mouth into the hollow of my neck, groaning desperately against me as I slide my hands over the slick contours of his chiseled ass. I’m panting, wild, utterly lost in the mindless rhythm of our bodies and the dark craving that calls from the very heart of me. I arch up against him, driving my hips hard against his, grinding fresh sparks of friction through my body, but it’s not enough. My veins are itching from the inside out, a sweet thickness pulsing in my bloodstream, coiling tighter, spiraling out from my aching core with every new hard thrust of Emerson’s cock.
I cling to him, caught on the edge. I’m sobbing with need, strung out so close to the edge of the world, but caught, powerless to plunge over the precipice.
Emerson plunges faster, his body rock hard with tension, the sound of his breathing labored and desperate. “Jules,” he groans against me.
I answer with a desperate moan, head flung back against the deck. I gaze blindly into the night, crying out with a hollow need. The sky is dark, scattered with stars that seem to fade, dim against the fierce boil of pleasure rising in me.
“Baby,” Emerson gasps, thrusting deep inside me. He grabs my face in one hand, forcing it around to meet his gaze. His eyes are unflinching, blazing into me as his body wreaks its havoc on mine with wretched precision. There’s no escape from the devastation. I’m drowning in him, every sense overwhelmed, and I claw for some last solid ground, trying to look away, but he holds me tight in place, forcing me to look at him, demanding everything I have to give.
Everything I am.
He sees past my secrets, past my lies, stripping me naked. His eyes don’t stray from mine for a second, not even as his body slams into me and my cries rise up into the silence of the dark night. I’m clenched tight, prisoner to pure sensation, aching and grasping, but I can’t make it over, the release waits just out of reach.
“Come for me,” he growls, jaw clenched. “Dammit, Jules…. comes for me. Now!”
He slams into me one final time, his raw, guttural cry echoing out across the bay. His body is suspended above mine for a moment, shaking with tension, then I see his gaze flash, and the first wave of release roll across his face. He cries out, wordless, shuddering into me, and his desperate surrender is enough to break me wide open. I shatter, screaming his name, my cries mingling with his as the storm of ecstasy sweeps through me and I fall headlong into the deep blue darkness of his soul.
We collapse together, limbs tangled, sweaty and clinging on for dear life. And as I drift in the breathless afterglow of the best fucking orgasm of my life, one thought forms from the mindless pleasure, and wraps me in its undeniable truth.
I’m home.
* * *
When I wake the next morning, he’s gone.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
I wake to an unfamiliar rocking sensation, the steady roll of the waves outside the cabin. I lay confused for a moment, my eyes still shut. Then the ache of my body comes in to focus, and everything that happened last night comes flooding back to me in a rush of exhilaration and sweaty, gasping sex.
Emerson.
Emerson and me. Together. Fucking like our very lives depended on it.
I sit bolt upright with a gasp and look around. I’m alone on the narrow bunk in the tiny cabin, the sheets twisted around my naked body. I told Emerson there was no way we’d both fit to sleep here, but he just smiled a heart-stopping, exhausted smile and scooped me tight on top of his body. I drifted off with his arms locked around me, my head resting on his chest, lulled to sleep by the steady drum of his heartbeat and the slow roll of the boat on the waves.
The cabin is empty.
“Emerson?” I call out. He must be up on deck, doing boat things. I scooch back down on the bunk and let out a satisfied yawn. I can feel every muscle and tendon in my body, an ache low between my thighs reminding me all over again of the things we did up there on deck—and then again, here on the bunk, just as ravenous, until sleep finally took over us.
I drift there a while, sleepy, still wrapped in the lazy, delicious after-glow. When I surface again, there’s still no sign of Emerson in the cabin. I check my phone. It’s almost ten.
“Hello?” I call again. I find my sundress in a heap on the floor and pull it over my head, venturing up the ladder and emerging into the bright sunshine up on deck. “Emerson?”
I look around. He must have sailed us back to Cedar Cove sometime in the early morning, because we’re tethered up back by a dock at the harbor. But the boat is empty.
I feel a cold stab of fear.
No, I tell myself quickly. He wouldn’t have left you. He’s probably just off getting breakfast somewhere, or picking us up some coffee.
That must be it. I send him a quick text. Where r u? Hope u bring back donuts. Then I go back below deck and tidy up the cabin, making the bed and retrieving my underwear from the corner of the room. When I can’t distract myself any more, I climb back up and take a seat behind the wheel, watching the distant stream of cars in town, and the slow bustle of life along the shore—and trying like hell to ignore the flutter of anxiety rising in my chest.
The minutes tick past. With every glance at my phone, my fear grows. I try calling him, but it just switches straight to voicemail. I open my mouth to leave a message, but my words freeze in my throat. What can I say?
‘Where the hell are you? Why did you leave me naked and alone?
What did I do wrong?’
I hang up without speaking. My happy afterglow is gone. Now, there’s nothing but frozen panic seeping through my body, and a dark whirlwind of insecurity boiling in my chest. I fight to keep it at bay and not jump to conclusions, but still, I can’t stop the cruel whispers taunting in my ear.
He’s left you. He’s left you all over again. Just like the last time.
My phone buzzes with a new message, and I snatch it up, eagerly clicking through to find a text from him.
bar emergency. c u later.
I stop, waiting for another message, some note of apology, but nothing else comes. This is it.
OK, I try to tell myself. This isn’t so bad. If something happened with the bar, he’d have to go—he’s the boss. He probably didn’t want to wake me, after our marathon sex session last night, so left me to sleep on. That’s sweet, right? Considerate.
I try to ignore my creeping fears, and fetch my sandals and purse, carefully head back across the gangplank to the docks. It’s a short walk to Jimmy’s, just a few blocks, but still, I’m glad I wore flats. I stop by the coffee place, and pick up a couple of lattes, then head into the daytime gloom of the empty bar.
“Hello?” I call out, edging further inside. It doesn’t look like there’s any crisis. It’s empty at this time of the morning, with delivery crates stacked up against the bar. “Emerson?”
The back door swings open and I turn with a jolt, but it’s Garrett who backs through, hoisting a box of beers. “Hey kid,” he puts the box down with a grunt. “You looking for the boss man? He’s not in yet.”
I stop, my heart falling. “But what about the emergency?” I ask faintly, just to check. Maybe he’s wrong, maybe he just got in and doesn’t know…
“No emergency.” Garrett frowns.
“Are you sure?” I ask, a note of desperation creeping into my voice.
Garrett shrugs. “Sorry, kid, I’ve been here since seven, so if there was something going on, I’d know…”
I must look devastated, because he trails off, and a sheepish look comes over his face. “Shit, did I just put my foot in it?”
“No, it’s fine,” I say quickly. “It’s my fault. I got, confused. Sorry!” I babble, then turn and flee, back out the doors into the harsh morning sunshine.
My skin flushes hot and I feel like a total idiot. Of course there’s no emergency, it was just a lame excuse he used to blow me off.
I stare at the extra coffee in my hand for a long moment, then hurl it angrily in the trash. Tears sting the corners of my eyes, and I try my best to blink them back, even though I want nothing more than to burst into tears right here outside the bar.
He lied to me.
Emerson lied to me.
After everything that happened last night, he bailed, and left me alone, and lied. Now he’s God knows where, doing who the hell knows what.
I stand there a moment, frozen, then pull out my phone to read the short message again. My eyes devour it, looking for anything I missed before, but the words stay the same. Short. Harsh. Uncaring. There’s nothing personal, no affection. It reads like something you’d send a distant acquaintance, not the girl who’s name you were crying out in desperate ecstasy just a few short hours ago.
What the hell am I supposed to do now?
As if the universe is listening, my cellphone lights up suddenly and starts to ring.
I snatch it to look at the screen. It’s a private number, but still, my heart leaps as I lift it to my ear. “Hello?” I demand hopefully.
“Hi, Juliet?”
It’s a woman’s voice.
All my nervous expectation shatters to pieces, leaving a cold heavy weight in my stomach. I swallow back a sob. “Yes, it’s me.”
“Hiya! It’s Hallie? From Kingston Realty?” Her chirpy tone is dripping with enthusiasm. “How are you!”
I stand there. What can I say? Well, I don’t know, Hallie. I just spent a mind-blowing night with the love of my life, only to wake up and find he’s run out and left me here, and now it feels like my whole world is falling in on me.
I bite my reply, and manage a vague, “Fine, thanks.”
“Awesome!” Hallie chirps. “I just wanted to call and let you know the good news: we’ve had an offer on the beach house!”
I hear blood rushing in my ears. “What?” I stutter as her words crash through me.
The house, gone, just like that?
“Isn’t that great?” Hallie coos, completely oblivious to my distress. “Now, it’s quite a bit under the asking price, and I told your dad to hold out for more, but he wants to get this done ASAP. We’ll be rushing the deal through, and should have it all settled in a couple of weeks!”
I start to feel dizzy and nauseous. I stand there, listening to Hallie babble about closing dates and surveys, and how great this all is to be off my plate. “You’ll be able to get back to school!” she says, “The buyer says not even to worry about getting everything cleared out. I think they’re planning to raze the whole thing, you know, and just build something new on the land.”
“They want to tear it down?!” My voice rises in horror.
“Well, it’s such an old place, but the view is worth it,” Hallie continues. “Anyway, sweetie, you think you can be out by the end of the week? I don’t want to give them time to change their minds now!”
“Sure,” I whisper faintly. “Whatever you need.”
“Fab—“
I hang up, stunned.
Sure, I’ve known for weeks that the house was going to be sold. Dad and Carina outvoted me. But all this time, I’ve pictured some other family getting to enjoy it: kids playing in the front yard, tracking sand up from the beach. It took the sting away, imagining the new happy memories that were going to be created under that shingled roof.
But torn down?
The thought makes me sick to my stomach. Coming after Emerson abandoned me this morning, it feels like everything I love it getting ripped away from me, and I’m powerless to do anything to stop it.
With a start, I realize I’ve been standing here, frozen outside Jimmy’s for ages. I hitch my purse over my shoulder, and start walking down the street towards home. It’s a lovely morning: blue-skied, with a fresh breeze dancing in from the ocean, but inside, I feel like I’m trying to walk through a hurricane. I take deep breaths, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other along the side of the dusty road, but with every step, my strength falters, and I feel my determination start to unravel.
A car passes me on the road, honking the horn. The driver whoops out the window. “Lookin’ good, darling!”
I flinch, realizing with a blush that I’m doing a walk of shame here, early in the morning in a flimsy dress. A wash of embarrassment rolls through me, and I hug my arms around myself and keep my head down until the car is gone.
I keep walking, tears stinging in the back of my throat. I don’t understand, why Emerson would just up and bail like this, after everything we shared last night. Held tight in his arms, feeling him surge up, hard inside me, I felt whole again, like every missing piece and broken part of me was mended, safe and complete.
I was home.
I thought he felt it too: how his eyes blazed into mine, full of fierce emotion, as if I was all he’d ever wanted in the world. The tenderness in his expression as he tucked my body against his took my breath away; the dazed wonder he gasped as he plunged into me, over and over again…
But as I think back over everything, I realize with a shiver that for all the laughing, and talking, and mindblowing, gasping sex last night, we never actually talked about anything real. The future. What the hell this is between us now. What he wants from me. Why the hell he broke my heart and walked away from me all those years ago.
My stomach twists as my mind races back, even further, over the past few days since I came to town. I pour over every encounter, every word, with new anxiety rising. What I remember robs the breath from my chest. He’s never said anything about feelings—just desire. He never said he cared about me, just that he wanted to rip my clothes off—against all his better judgment.
Maybe this is all he ever wanted from me.
My questions whirl through my head, a deafening chorus, and soon I can’t help it: I find myself slipping back, to the one memory I’ve forced myself never to revisit. That day. The one that took everything I love and tore it away from me, and I never knew why.
4 years ago…
It was after the funeral, already officially the worst day of my entire life. First the service, full of empty platitudes, then the slow procession to the cloudy cliff-top. Emerson is silent, the whole way through, but I couldn’t speak, even if I tried. We open the urn, and I watch her ashes mingle with the wind: my lovely, warm mother dissolving into nothingness right in front of my very eyes.
There’s a reception after, back at the house, but I can’t deal with it. My dad is playing the heartbroken widow, as if it wasn’t his fault, every minute of it. So I take Emerson and we drive for hours, heading nowhere, until we wind up parked under a grove of trees down a dirt road somewhere, just watching the rain splatter against the windscreen.
And then I reach for him.
I’m numb with grief. All I want is to bury myself in his body again, block out the tragedy of my life with the one person I know can make everything better. The only good thing I have left.
But he pushes me away. And when he turns to face me, his eyes are blank, like a stranger’s.
“I can’t deal with this shit, Jules.”
His words cut through me, every syllable like fresh blade in my heart. I gape at him, dazed. I don’t know where this is coming from. And today of all days?
“It’s all… this is way too heavy.” Emerson looks away. He drags his hand through his hair, then slams it against the wheel. “Fuck. I don’t know how to do this!”
“Do what?” I whisper, terrified. Emerson is the last solid ground I have left to cling to, and I can’t believe what I’m hearing.
“This. You, all this emotional crap,” Emerson gestures, still not meeting my eyes. “I thought this was just a summer thing. I didn’t sign up for this.”
I gasp in shock. “You didn’t sign up for this? Fuck you!” I scream. “You think I did? My mom is dead now. Dead! You think I wanted any of this?” My yell turns to a sob, wretched in my throat.
Emerson keeps his gaze fixed outside the truck. “I’m just saying… Summer’s done now.”
“But… we made plans,” I feel the world slide out of focus. I’m falling, dizzy, and there’s nothing here to hold me up anymore. “You said, I would stay here in town with you. I’d work, and apply to art schools next year. We’d be together. You promised!”
Emerson jerks his shoulders in a shrug. “So maybe I changed my mind.”
I’m reeling when he finally turns to me again. His eyes are dead, no sign of the fierce devotion I usually see there.
“I don’t understand.” I whisper. “Why are you doing this?”
“I told you.” Emerson’s jaw is clenched. “We’ve been kidding ourselves, thinking this can last. You don’t belong here.”
“I belong with you!”My voice catches on another sob. “Emerson, please!” I beg him, desperate. “I need you!”
I reach for his arm, clinging on to the solid stretch of muscle I’ve felt pressed against me all summer long, but he shakes me off. “Don’t!” Emerson voice is harsh, and it ricochets through me like a blow.
I cringe back. “I don’t understand,” I whisper again. “You love me. I know you do!”
Emerson’s eyes flash black. “Love isn’t enough,” he tells me with an angry sneer. “Maybe when you’re older, you’ll understand.”
Tears flow down my cheeks. “You don’t mean it,” I insist. “I don’t know why you’re saying these things, but it’s not true! We’re meant to be together, you told me so!”
“I lied.” Emerson grips the steering wheel with both hands, so hard his knuckles turn white.
Suddenly, I have to get out of here. I feel the panic sweep through me, the iron bands clenching tighter around my chest. I grapple with the truck handle, then swing the door open and scramble down from the cab, gasping for air. I trip, falling to the ground, but I don’t stop, I scramble to my feet and stumble blindly into the rain.
“Jules!” I hear Emerson call after me. I fight for air, but it doesn’t come. My whole world is gone, nothing makes sense. I fall to my knees, my whole body wracked with desperate sobs.
“Jules!” I feel Emerson’s hand yank on my arm, and then he’s on his knees in front of me, holding me up. “Breathe,” he orders me. I gasp, but it doesn’t stop. The ache in my chest is all-consuming, a dark wave of pain crashing over me again and again. Emerson shakes me, determination clear on his face. “Breathe!” He says again, cupping my face in his hands. “You can do it. Come on, baby!”
I sob, drowning in the panic.
“I’ve got you,” Emerson promises. “Please, Jules. Just breathe with me. You can do it!”
I gasp one ragged breath deep into my lungs, and then another. I stare into Emerson’s eyes. The distance is gone, replaced with the fierce tenderness I know so well. He does love me, I tell myself. He has to. He wouldn’t be holding me like this if he didn’t. This is all a big mistake, he’ll see that now. We’re going to be OK.
Slowly, the panic ebbs away.
Emerson breathes with me, one sweet gasp of air after another. I crumple into his arms, weeping, clinging to him with everything I am. He strokes my hair gently, cradling me against him, until finally, my breathing returns to normal.
I can feel his heartbeat thundering through the damp fabric of his shirt. If I hold him hard enough, maybe I can pretend the last ten minutes never happened. We can wipe them from history and never say a word about it again.
Then Emerson slowly detaches my arms from around his torso and firmly pushes me away from him.
I look up at his beautiful face. Water runs in rivulets down from his wet hair, dripping from his thick eyelashes and flowing down his jaw. My dark, damaged angel. My forever.
“It’s over.”
His eyes close off again, a barrier crashing down between us.
“No!” I scream. “I don’t believe you!”
“I’m sorry.” Emerson’s face flashes with something tragic, an ache that has no words. He gets to his feet. I grab for him, but he steps back. “I’ll take you home.” He says blankly, holding out his hand to me.
I ignore it, scrambling to my feet all on my own. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Not until you tell me why you’re doing this to us.”
“You want a reason?” Emerson flares with anger. “Hell, try a hundred! We wouldn’t make it, Jules, any fucking fool could see that. We were crazy to think we could even try!”
“You’re wrong.” I shake my head stubbornly. “I love you!”
“And what good does that do?” Emerson yells back. “Look at our parents, at your mom. You’ve been telling me all this time how loving your dad destroyed her. Love drags you down, if it lasts at all. All the good turns to shit in the end, and then there’s nothing left but misery!”
I stumble back, sick to my stomach. He thinks I’m a dead weight around him? That I would hold him back, and make him resent me?
“You don’t mean this,” I blink through the tears.
“I do.” He swears, “And you know I’m right. What the fuck are we going to do here, Jules? Play house in a trailer somewhere? Work shitty jobs and scrape by, until you wind up hating me for everything you gave up to be with me?”
“It doesn’t have to be like that!” I scream.
“God, will you stop being such a kid? This is the real fucking world!”Emerson’s whole body is clenched with tension, jaw set and furious. “You don’t get to live happily ever after. People leave, and they cheat, and they screw around and fuck you up. What makes you think I’ll be any different? I’m a fuck-up, Jules, it’s what I do. Why even bother trying when we both know it’s never going to work.”
The black abyss I’ve been holding at bay ever since I walked in that room and found my mom finally rears up, roaring like a hurricane in my ears. I snap,
“That’s it?” I scream, surging forwards. I shove both hands against his chest, pushing him backwards.“You’re giving up, just like that? Because it’ll be hard? Because we’ll have to work to make it together? You’re a fucking coward!”
“Jules—“ Emerson starts, but I cut him off. My body is screaming with fury. I’ve been numb for days, but now all my anger comes blazing out.
“Coward!” I scream again. “You like to talk about how you’re going to make something of yourself, how you’re not going to wind up like your parents. But you’re just the same as them!”
Emerson scowls at me, terrifying. “Fuck you!”
“What? It’s the truth, isn’t it?” I taunt him, furious. “Your dad bailed when shit got tough, and your mom cares more about shooting up than taking care of her family. She takes the easy way out, they both do, and now you’re doing the exact same thing!”
As soon as the words leave my mouth, I know they’re a mistake. Emerson goes still, and when he speaks again, his voice is barely a whisper: frighteningly cold. “That’s what you think of me, huh? A trailer trash waste of space.”
I gulp. “That’s not what I meant.”
“No, I get it.” Emerson gives me a bleak, twisted smile. “I just don’t know why you didn’t say something sooner. Hell, why you even bothered sticking it out this long at all, since I’m such a worthless piece of shit.”
“I didn’t say that!” I insist, but he won’t listen.
“I always knew it’s what they thought of me.” Emerson tells me, his eyes black with bitterness. “This town, your parents… But I didn’t care. Because I thought you saw something different in me. You made me feel like I could be something more.”
“I do see that!” I sob, wretched. “I love you!”
“You keep saying that, but it doesn’t make a difference.” Emerson glares at me. “It’s not enough.”
I gape at him, wordless, the harsh truth of what he’s saying finally crashing through me. He’s saying it’s not enough, but what he really means is, I’m not enough.
I’m not enough for him.
I crumble.
“Just go!” I cry, feeling desperation sweep through me, robbing me of all my last strength. I can’t bear for him to see me like this, torn apart with devastation when he never really loved me in the end. “If you can’t do this, then go ahead and leave!” I beg, “It’s all you’re good for, isn’t it? A fucking useless quitter. So go!”
I sink back to my knees, the sobs coursing through me, uncontrollable. It’s an empty ache like I’ve never known, the pain so sharp it’s like my chest is burning up with agony.
“Jules,” Emerson takes a step towards me. His voice falters. “Let me take you home.”
“No!” I scream. “I don’t need anything from you. I never want to see you again!” My voice breaks, and I crumple into a ball, shaking with a grief so black I can hardly breathe. I wish it were another panic attack—a brief spell that will pass—but I know, this won’t ever fade. This pain will be mine to carry forever.
The knowledge I’m not enough for him to love.
Not enough for my mom to live for.
I’ll never be enough.
I stay huddled there, wracked with desperate, empty sobs. Finally I hear Emerson’s footsteps walk away from me, then the engine of the truck starting. He drives away, leaving me here in the rain with my heart breaking into a million agonizing pieces. Completely alone.
And then he’s gone.


CHAPTER TWELVE
I surface from the memory to find I’m almost back at the house. I wipe angrily at my face, trying to choke back the tears as the chorus is unleashed, cruel and taunting in my mind.
Stupid girl. Stupid fucking girl.
What made you think it would be any different this time?
I round the corner up the driveway and then stop dead. There’s a U-Haul truck pulled up in front of the house, the doors wide open. I feel a surge of indignation. The new owners can’t be here already! The realtor only just called, she said I had until the end of the week.
“Hello?” I call, coming closer. Someone is rummaging around the boxes I set against the side of the house, full of junk to donate. I sigh, irritated by the intrusion—just when I want to be left alone. I make an effort to sound more friendly, after all, they are about to shell out a decent amount of money for the place. I move closer. “I’m sorry about the mess, but I thought I had more time.”
“It’s OK, it’s just me.” A familiar voice comes, and then a moment later, someone emerges around the side of the house.
It’s Daniel.
“Hey.” He says, awkward. He’s wearing a rumpled Oxford shirt and khakis, his brown hair glinting in the sun. He’s the last person on earth I expected to see.
My mouth drops open in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
He shrugs, bunching his fists in his front pockets. “Your dad told me, about finding a buyer. I figured you could use some help getting everything back to the city before the storm hits...”
“What storm?”
Daniel frowns. “Haven’t you been listening, it’s all over the news. A big hurricane, supposed to hit tonight. With you out by the water like this, we should get on the road before it blows through town.”
I feel a warmth flood through me, a slim ray of sunshine in the midst of my cold, aching despair. It’s so typical of Daniel, to think about what he can do to help, even after everything. All the pain I caused him. He always was the selfless one.
“It’s OK,” I tell him softly. “You don’t have to. I can manage.”
“I want to.” Daniel looks around the yard, and up at the house, taking it all in. He smiles, “It’s beautiful. I can see why you didn’t want to let it go.”
I wipe at my face again, trying to hide my tears. “I’ve got most of it packed away. There’s stuff for Goodwill, and the trash, and…” my voice is hoarse from crying, and I have to trail off without finishing.
Daniel looks at me closer, direct for the first time. His expression changes, concern flooding across his features. “Juliet,” he exclaims, hurrying forwards to reach me. “What happened? Are you OK?”
“I’m fine!” I try to tell him, but my voice breaks again. Before I can move away, he pulls me into a hug, arms going strong around my body to cradle me in against his chest.
I half-heartedly struggle, but he keeps me warm in the circle of his embrace.
“Shh,” Daniel murmurs, gently stroking my hair. “It’s OK. Everything’s going to be OK.”
I know I should pull away, but I feel myself relax against him. Even though arms around me aren’t the ones I wish so desperately were holding me, Daniel’s body is gentle, and warm. After everything that’s happened this morning, it’s a relief to sink into his solid embrace, like for a moment, I can be safe again.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper against him.
“It’s OK,” Daniel says again. Finally, he steps back, holding me away from him and studying my face with a worried look. “Did something happen?” His face darkens. “Is it that guy? Did he hurt you?”
“I… No…” I shake my head quickly, but his sweetness only makes me feel lousy. Why is he being so nice to me? Shouldn’t he be off drinking with his buddies back in the city, cursing the day we met?
“You shouldn’t have come.” I tell Daniel, guilty. “After everything I said to you. I figured you’d hate me by now.”
He stands firm. “I had to know you’re OK.”
“Well, what does it look like?” I try to crack a joke, but he doesn’t smile.
“It look like you need someone to talk to.”
His expression is so understanding I want to burst into tears all over again. Instead, I pull together my last ounce of self-control. “You want to come in?” I offer. “I could make us some coffee.”
Daniel nods. “And then maybe you can explain what’s been going on here since you got back.”
* * *
Daniel waves away all my offers to help and makes us the coffee, digging the percolator and cups out of an already-packed box. He sits me down in what’s left of the living room, and I curl up under a blanket, my hands wrapped around the warm mug. I tell him everything.
Emerson. My mom. Coming back here. Everything.
I try to skate around the details of me and Emerson together, but I can tell, Daniel understands. When I’m done, I sit back, nervously watching his face for the terrible judgment I know I deserve.
Daniel takes a deep breath, and when he exhales, it’s like he’s letting go of something he’s held on to all this time.
“You love him.” he says quietly.
I nod.
Daniel looks over at me, wounded. “Did you ever love me?”
“Yes!” I cry, reaching over to grab his hand. “Daniel, I swear. You were the best thing that could have happened for me. You saved me. I loved you, I did.”
“But not like him.” Daniel answers for the both of us.
He looks at my hand holding his for a long moment, then squeezes it gently, and places it back down on the arm of the couch between us.
He sighs again, raking his fingers through his hair with a look of rueful resignation. “I never stood a chance, did I?”
I pause, but he deserves the truth. “No.”
He’s right. No matter how much Daniel loved me, or how thoughtful and sweet he is, it’s no contest when it comes to Emerson.
Because I realize now, that’s the way it works. That if you’re lucky, you might get to fall in love so hard and so deep, that it changes you. That love seeps its way into every atom and molecule in your whole being, so that even if it’s over, or the two of you are forced apart, you’ll always carry the imprint of their soul with you, steady as a heartbeat. Forever.
I’ve had Emerson Ray’s name branded on my heart since the day we met, and nothing could ever change that.
“You can come back to the city with me, you know.” Daniel tells me.
I shake my head. “I told you, I can’t…”
“No, this isn’t about us.” he interrupts. “I get it now, it’s over. But that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you, Juliet. And I can’t stand to see you like this.”
“A mess?” I manage to quip, but he shakes his head, stern.
“So… helpless.”
My mouth drops open in protest. Daniel’s face softens as he looks at me gently. “I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. Look at you, you’re just sitting around in this house, waiting for him to come and choose to love you. That’s not a relationship, Juliet, it’s a hostage situation.”
His words slip under my defenses with a shiver of truth. I want to defend Emerson, but with nothing but his voicemail as comfort all day, I don’t know what to say.
“I’m just saying, the girl I knew wouldn’t take this crap from anyone.” Daniel adds, pushing it. “You had a plan, a whole vision of what you wanted your life to be. What happened to all those plans? Don’t just throw all of that away.”
“I’m not throwing it away,” I protest, “I’m just… thinking things over.”
“So where is he?” Daniel challenges. “While you’re doing all this thinking.”
“I don’t know.” I reply in a quiet voice.
“Are you going to stay here?” Daniel continues. “What about college, and finals, and jobs?”
“I don’t know, OK!” My cry echoes in the house. I fold my arms defensively, feeling cornered by his questions. “I was going to move to DC with you,” I point out. “How is this any different?”
“We made that decision together.” Daniel tells me with a blunt look. “We talked about it, weighed up all the options—for the both of us. Come on, you know I’m right.”
I look down, playing with the frayed edge of the blanket. Daniel is talking sense, but the disappointment of waking up this morning is still an open wound, raw and bloody. I don’t know if I’m ready to hear this.
Daniel sighs. “Just let me ask you one thing, OK?”
I look back, and reluctantly nod.
“If this love is as epic as you say it is—for him, not just you,” he adds quickly. “Then were the hell is he?”
The question sits between us, laid out on the bare hardwood floors. All my worst fears and insecurities given a voice, and harder still, a look of painful sympathy staring back at me from Daniel’s concerned gaze.
I cringe. The worst part is, he’s right. He’s just asking me the same question I’ve been asking myself, ever since I woke up alone this morning. Why isn’t Emerson here with me?
“It’s OK,” Daniel says quickly, as if he can tell his innocent questions have paralyzed me. “Let’s get started loading things onto the truck. You have boxes of stuff you want to take back to the city?”
I nod, finally finding my voice. “I marked everything, keep or trash, or donate.”
“That’s more like it,” Daniel gives me an affectionate smile. “I’ll go take a look in the kitchen.”
He leaves me alone, swathed in the warm blanket and my own wretched emotions. I know I must look like a stranger to him: the girl who always had a plan, fallen apart so completely.
But he’s right. This isn’t like me, to sit around. I need to do something—it doesn’t matter what, just something to stop me crumpling here in the aching grip of old memories. Before I can reconsider, I grab a roll of trash bags and a couple of packing cartons, and climb the stairs to the first floor. I walk briskly down the hallway, and push open the door to my mom’s room. It sits, quiet in the afternoon, a faint sheen of dust covering every surface. Untouched for years.
I take a deep breath, then I set to work: clearing the bedside tables and emptying the dresser; packing the pink rose quilt away, and stuffing old clothing into the refuse sacks. I can hear Daniel banging around downstairs, and see glimpses of him as he hauls stuff out to the truck, but he doesn’t come bother me up here, and I don’t ask for help.
This, I have to do alone.
A life is dismantled under my hands, years of memories. I work until the room is stripped bare and I’m standing in the place where my mom used to live. But she’s not here anymore. Somehow, the ghosts have been packed quietly away.
“Goodbye, mom,” I whisper softly.
I hear the sound of an engine outside, and check out the window to see if Daniel is taking the first load out to Goodwill. But instead, I see Emerson’s truck pull in across the driveway.
I freeze, watching with my heart in my throat as he climbs down, slamming the door. The sky is overcast now, grey clouds blowing in fast from the ocean as Emerson strides towards the house.
Daniel goes out to meet him, and through the open window, I can hear every word.
“Where is she?” Emerson demands. He’s wearing the same clothes from last night, but rumpled and disheveled now, as if he just threw them on in the morning when he left.
When he ran out on you.
I know I should hate him right now, but looking down through the window, my stomach twists with longing. To have those muscular arms around me, feel the weight of his solid torso bearing down on me.
Emerson makes to move towards the porch, but Daniel blocks his way. “Woah,” Daniel puts his hands up. “Back off. You’re not coming in.”
Even from up here, I can see Emerson’s whole body tense. “Who the fuck are you?”
“A friend.” Daniel stands firm. “And you don’t just get to show up when it suits you. She’s not in a state to talk right now, she’ll let you know if she wants to see you.”
There’s a pause, then Emerson gives a short, bitter laugh. “It’s you, isn’t it?” he says. “The boyfriend. You think you can come take her back with you, is that it?” He backs up and yells again, “Jules, where are you?”
Emerson glances up at the house.
I duck back, out of the window, my heart pounding like crazy in my ears. But it’s too late. He’s seen me.
“Jules?” Emerson’s voice yells up. “Get down here, I need to talk to you!”
My pulse races. I hear Daniel’s voice, low and calm. “I told you, you need to leave her alone right now.”
“Get out of my fucking way!” Emerson’s voice is threatening, and I don’t think for a minute he won’t follow through.
Shit.
I waver another moment, hidden in the shadows of the room, then race for the stairs. I thunder downstairs, breathless, and burst out of the front door onto the porch just in time to see Emerson take a swing at Daniel, his fist connecting in a sharp right hook that sends Daniel stumbling back on the lawn.
“Emerson!” I scream in panic, tearing the screen door open. “Stop it!”
But Emerson ignores me. He lunges forwards, grabbing at the front of Daniel’s shirt, but this time, Daniel is ready for him. He bends over and slams his head into Emerson’s stomach, getting him in a wrestling hold and pulling him to the ground.
I race over. “Stop it, both of you!” I cry, desperate. “Please!” But they ignore me, rolling on the ground, grappling for the upper hand. Daniel was on the wrestling team for years, but his finesse is nothing compared to Emerson’s brute power. His powerful back muscles ripple as he easily evades Daniel’s pin and flips on top.
“You should have stayed away!” Emerson grounds out. I watch, horrified, as he lands another ugly punch in Daniel’s stomach, pinning him down and raising his fist again ready to smash it in Daniel’s face. “She’ll never be yours!”
“Emerson!” I scream, lunging forwards. I launch myself at him, grasping on tight to pin his arms down, but Emerson shakes me off. I stumble back, tripping on the uneven lawn, and fall to the ground.
My head hits with a painful crack, and I cry out.
In an instant, Emerson releases Daniel and falls to his knees at my side. “Jules!” He gasps, cradling me, “Fuck, I’m sorry, are you OK?”
I slowly pull myself into a seating position. My head is still ringing from the impact, pain blossoming out through my skull.
“Jules? Talk to me, are you OK?” Emerson’s voice breaks with panic.
I look up. He’s got a bloody nose from where Daniel got in a punch, and his eyes are still fevered with the fight, his breath coming fast. He reaches out to gently cup my cheek, turning my head from side to side to check for cuts.
“Don’t touch her!” Daniel struggles up from the ground, looking red-faced and disheveled.
“It’s OK,” I manage, “I’m fine.”
Emerson’s face is stricken, dark eyes full of anguish. “I wasn’t thinking. I would never… Jules, you know I would never hurt you!”
I nod, and squeeze his hand. “I know.”
The irony rings in my ears. Of course Emerson would never knowingly lay a hand on me, but hurt me?
It’s way too late for that.
The two of them take my arms, and slowly help me to my feet. “I’m fine,” I say again, embarrassed by the fuss. “Really, it was just a fall.”
Daniel turns on Emerson, furious. “Is this what you want?” He yells, voice rising. I look at him in shock. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Daniel so angry. “What the hell are you even doing here?” He demands, getting up in Emerson’s face. “Can’t you see, you bring her nothing but pain?”
“It’s OK, Daniel.” I interrupt him, stepping between them before someone can throw another punch. “Go inside a minute.”
Daniel shakes his head. “I’m not leaving you alone with him.”
I expect Emerson to lunge at him again, but he drops my arm, and paces back and forth by the truck. I turn back to Daniel.
“Trust me,” I say, imploring him. “Please? I need to do this.”
Daniel glares at Emerson again, fierce enough to peel his skin back, but eventually, he nods. “I’ll be right inside,” he says loudly. “And if he so much as raises his voice…”
“Thank you.” I exhale, relieved.
Daniel goes inside again, and I wait until the door closes before turning back to Emerson. He’s still pacing, his dark head lowered, fists flexing and clenching at his sides.
My emotions are churning in a whirlwind of fear, and doubt, and hope, and insecurity—everything bound up in this one moment, right here. But as I look at him, I feel a strange sense of strength. I can do this, I need to know what the hell’s going on.
“Well?”
When I speak, I’m surprised to hear my voice come out bold and even. I fold my arms, waiting. “What is it you came here to say to me?”
Emerson lifts his head. “I… I fucked up.”
I tremble at the misery in his expression, a deep ache in his eyes. But I force myself to stand firm.
“Which part, exactly?” I demand, my voice steely. “The part where you run off this morning and leave to wake up alone? The part where you lie, and make up some reason for bailing? Or the part where I have to walk back all the way home like some stupid whore who was stupid enough to think that last night actually meant something?”
Emerson flinches. “It did!”
“Really?” I shoot back, my voice quaking now. “Because it sure as hell doesn’t feel that way to me. Fuck,” I swear, feeling the familiar sting of tears in the back of my throat. In an instant, all my resolve crumbles. I don’t want to be here yelling at him, I just want everything to be OK.
“I don’t know what to say to you!” I beg. I reach for him, but Emerson strides away, his back turned. “Please, talk to me. What the hell is going on in that messed-up head of yours? Because I’ve tried to be patient, and trust that everything will work itself out, but I can’t do it anymore. I can’t feel like this all over again!”
“You can’t?” Emerson turns on me with a bark. He gestures angrily towards the house. “How do you think I feel? I’m gone for a few hours, and you go running right back to him!”
“What? No!” I cry, confused. “Daniel isn’t… I didn’t call him here.”
“But you didn’t send him away either.” Emerson’s face is grim: closed off and remote, like all his defenses have snapped back down. The distance in his eyes sends a chill right through me. “I guess it was all bullshit, huh? All that stuff about being broken up with him. You always knew he was the one you’d choose!”
“Stop it!” I yell, “Don’t make this about him. He’s just trying to help.”
“Sure he is,” Emerson drawls cruelly. “I guess his money helps too, and his fancy college degree. I shouldn’t be surprised. What was that you said to me, how I’m just like my parents?” Emerson adds, and in a flash, I remember our final fight again, and all the terrible things we said.
“I didn’t mean it,” I whisper.
“Sure you did, and you’re right!” Emerson yells. “Just look at me, I’m nothing. I’ll always be nothing. It’s why you picked him, isn’t it? I’ll never be good enough for you!”
I reel back like I’ve been slapped. “Is that why you left me this morning?” I demand, suddenly furious. “Do you really think that little of me?”
“I call it like I see it,” Emerson tells me with a cruel smirk. “You picked right, with that guy. You belong with him.”
“But I don’t want Daniel!” I scream, trying to break through his icy demeanor. “I want you!”
My voice echoes through the yard, out through the trees and dunes, and the tall grasses that bob and bend as the sharp breeze whips around us. I stand there, shaking, in agony. If he could only listen to me! If he would only understand!
But Emerson doesn’t flinch, and when he looks back at me, his eyes are dead behind those velvet lashes, so cold in the way I’ve only ever seen once before.
The last time he left me.
A storm of emotion comes crashing around me, my heartbeat roaring in my ears. “You’re doing it again,” I whisper, gripped with a dread so cold I can’t feel my arms or legs. “You’re ending it.”
Emerson’s jaw is clenched with tension, but his posture is casual. I think I see something flash in his eyes, but then his face is set again. Determined. He gives a shrug, so relaxed that it breaks my heart clean in two.
“Why not?” He says coolly, like it’s all just a game to him. “Fuck, Jules, I never promised you anything. I figured, this was just a one-time thing, you know?” Emerson gives me a leering smirk. “One more fuck for old time’s sake.”
I crumble with a sickening sense of déjà vu. “You don’t mean that,” I shake my head, desperate. “I don’t know why you’re saying it, but it’s not true!”
“Sure it is.” Emerson meets my gaze head-on: empty and dark-eyed, like a stranger. He strolls closer, a grim smile on his lips. “You know, it was fun, watching you put up a fight, trying to be a good little girl. I bet Garrett a hundred bucks I could get you out of those panties in a month,” he adds.
I gasp. “That’s a lie!” I protest wildly. He keeps approaching me, and I back until I hit up against the truck.
Emerson looms closer, reaching out to trace a blazing path along my collarbone. “Sorry, sweetheart. I figured you’d give me a run for my money, but you were so hot for me, it didn’t even take that long.”
“Stop it,” I sob, pushing his hands away. I can’t believe what he’s saying, or the cruel smirk in his smile. This isn’t my Emerson, it can’t be!
“What? You don’t want me anymore?” Emerson’s voice is twisted and teasing. “That’s not what you said last night.” His voice drops, and he leans in closer, breath hot against my ear. “You were moaning my name,” he murmurs. “Begging me to fuck you harder. Don’t you remember?”
I choke back a sob as he reaches to caress my shoulder. I shudder at his touch, feeling tears flow wet down my cheeks even as my body tightens with desire. I hate myself for the shivers sparking through my body, how my breath quickens just to feel his body close, and my nipples harden against his chest.
“See?” Emerson whispers triumphantly, and I realize with a flush of shame he can feel my desire too. He pulls back, looking down at me with a leer, “Hell, I’ve got some time if you want to go another round.” he smirks, “If you ask real nice, I might even tie you down and let you suck me—“
“Stop it!” I scream, shoving him away. I’m sobbing uncontrollably now, drowning in pain and humiliation. It all makes sense to me now, such terrible sense. That first night we met, in the parking lot at Jimmy’s, he taunted me, just like this.
It was his plan all along, I realize, with sickening dread. I was only ever a game to him, a twisted fuck-you to our former love.
He never cared, not for one moment.
It was all a lie.
“Aww, c’mon,” Emerson taunts, reaching for me again. “You know you want me.” He takes hold of my hoodie zipper, and starts to pull it open, but something in me finally snaps.
“Don’t touch me!” I scream, shoving him away again. I reel back, out of the circle of his embrace—and all his treacherous lies. “Don’t you dare touch me again!”
There’s the sound of a door slamming open, and then Daniel comes hurtling out of the house. I can barely see through my anguished tears as he plants himself between me and Emerson, one hand on my arm. “You need to get the hell out of here,” he orders Emerson with a growl.
“Just go!” I sob, feeling utterly broken. “Please, go!”
I wait, with some small, wretched part of me hoping that shutter in his eyes will crack, and he’ll take me in his arms again, and tell me this is all some terrible mistake. But Emerson just backs away. “My pleasure.” he spits, and walks away to his truck. The engine starts, and then he backs out, tires screeching as they skid on the dirt road.
He’s gone. He’s left me again.
Stupid fucking girl.
I watch the dust fly on the dirt road in the wake of his truck and gasp for air. It takes everything I have not to sink to the ground right there in the front yard.
“Juliet,” Daniel holds me up. “Look at me, what did he say?”
I shake my head, pulling away. “You too. I need you to go.”
“I’m not leaving you like this!” Daniel protests.
I take a deep breath, and force a smile on my face. “I’m fine.” I lie to him, through a clenched jaw. “I want to be alone.”
“Juliet…” Daniel protests. I stand firm. I have one last reserve of self-control, but it’s fading fast. I just need him to be gone now, before the grief takes me over completely.
“Please, you’ve done more than enough.” I insist, pushing him towards the cab of the van. “Take the U-Haul, and get on the road. I’ll finish up here, and follow you to the city in a little while.”
He wavers by the driver’s side door, and he doesn’t look convinced.
“It’s OK,” I say again, even though everything in my body is screaming a different story. “There’s nothing here for me anymore.” I tell him, “I’m coming home, I promise. I just need a moment alone, to say goodbye.”
Slowly, Daniel nods. “I don’t like this,” he warns me, climbing up behind the wheel.
“I know, but you’re going to do it anyway.” I reach up on my tip-toes, and drop a small kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”
I close the door behind him. “Call me when you get on the road,” Daniel warns me, through the open window. “And don’t leave it too late. The storm will be here soon.”
I nod. The winds have picked up, and the sky is completely overcast with dark grey clouds. Down by the beach, the water foams at the shore. “I’ll call. See you in the city.”
He backs slowly out of the drive, and then is gone. I’m alone.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
I feel the tell-tale hot prickle of panic burning across my skin, and my breath comes faster in shallow gasps. I shake, desperate to keep it together, but I can’t hold it back. It’s true. It’s all so true. It took everything I have to pull myself back together after Emerson’s last betrayal. Now, all these years later, I thought I was so much stronger, but here I am, desperately crying for him all over again.
He never really loved you.
The panic rises. I race across the lawn and fumble with the door. My hands are shaking, and it takes me a couple of tries until I finally get the door open and stumble into the house. I hurtle blindly through to the kitchen, sweeping at the counters and ripping at my belongings until I find my purse and the tiny vial of pills.
One, two, three are left.
I shake them all into my palm and slip them under my tongue.
I go to the sink and turn on the faucet, gulping the cold water straight from the tap. Then I slide to the floor with my back against the cabinet and clench my eyes shut, waiting for the nightmare to end.
“Please, let it be over,” I whisper to myself, rocking back and forth. “Please let it be just a dream.”
I can see it in my mind: how this all was supposed to go. I wake up back in the cabin this morning, with Emerson wrapped around me. He whispers sweet things in my ear, and tells me how much he loves me. How he’s sorry for last time, and will never make the mistake and hurt me, ever again. How we’re going to be happy together, always. And then he pulls me into a long kiss, his hands sliding lower down my body until we’re gasping and moaning all over again.
Together. Happy. Safe.
But it’s not real.
I stay there crying on the kitchen floor until my head aches and my throat is raw. I weep for the teenager who had her heart broken, and the stupid girl I am now, hurtling into that same disaster zone as if it would work out any different. I weep for all the hopes and dreams I had last night, nestled safe in Emerson’s arms, and the cruel slap of reality now in the harsh light of day. I weep for the twisted cruelty in his gaze, as he teased and touched me, and how my body flared to life under his fingertips all the same.
I weep because I love him, I’ve always loved him, but that’s never enough. I weep until I’ve got nothing left in me, until I’m numb and emptied out with grief, and I can feel the slow drag of chemical buzz snaking through my veins.
I take a shaky lungful of breath, and open my eyes to find an empty house, silent and still. My heart-rate is slowing now, and that thick sense of calm is sweeping through me, fuzzy and detached. It’s a false equilibrium, I know that, but for the first time, I’m glad of. Anything to stop the darkness rearing up and dragging me under completely. Anything to stop me falling apart again.
There’s nothing left here for me now.
I pull myself to my feet, and find my purse and jacket. I stuff the last of my belongings in a grocery sack, and look around the house. Soon, all this will be rubble.
I take a long moment on the front porch, just breathing in the scent of rosemary and sea air. Then I lock the door behind me, load up the car, and drive out of Cedar Cove for the last time. Past the harbor, and Jimmy’s Tavern, past the worn-down tourist stores on Main Street, past the public beach, now deserted in the howling wind. Rain starts to spatter at my windscreen, and I feel relief I’m on the road early enough to avoid the worst of the storm. It’ll take me a few hours to make it back to Charlotte, but at least I’ll be more sheltered inland, away from the ocean.
I’m driving over the bridge out of town when my cell starts to ring. Lacey.
“Hey babe,” I answer, putting the handset up to my ear, “What’s up?”
“Daniel called.” Lacey says, her voice thick with worry. “He told me…”
“That it was all just a sick game to Emerson?” I finish for her. “Yeah, I was there.”
“I’m so sorry,” Lacey tells me, “I know how much he meant to you.”
“My mistake, huh?” I say, hollow. I’m wrung out, all the turmoil of emotion receded like the tide, leaving nothing but blankness in its place. An empty shore. I sigh. “Guess I should have listened to you.”
“Babe…” Lacey sighs. “It’s not your fault. You weren’t to know he was some kind of fucking twisted asshole—“
“Don’t.” I cut her off.
“You’re defending him?” Lacey’s voice rises in outrage.
“No. I’m not, I just… I don’t want to talk about him anymore. I’m on the road now,” I add, “I’ll be home tonight.”
“And then we’ll go get falling down drunk.” Lacey declares. “And eat our weight in ice-cream. No, scratch that, this calls for the serious shit. Gelato!”
“Sounds good to me.” I manage a faint laugh. Then I catch sight of a petite figure ahead of me on the highway, heading towards me, in the direction of Cedar Cove. The girl is huddling and braced against the winds, wearing a thin hoodie pulled up over her head, and a short skirt with high-heeled boots, like she wasn’t planning to be out walking. As I drive past, I catch a glimpse of her face: it’s Emerson’s sister, Brit.
“Fuck,” I swear, speeding past her.
“What is it?” Lacey demands, still on the other end of the line.
“Nothing, it’s raining pretty hard. I’ll call you back later, OK?”
“OK, Love you.”
I hang up, and then carefully pull a wide U-turn on the wet highway. I drive back the way I’ve just come, slowing and rolling my window down as I approach her.
“Hey, are you OK?” I call. “You need a ride?”
Brit turns, her kohl-rimmed eyes smudged and glaring. “Nope!” She yells back, and keeps walking.
I cruise along beside her at a snail’s pace. “Come on, you’ll catch your death out here,” I argue. “Can’t you see, a storm’s about to hit?”
“Don’t care!” Brit calls back.
This is ridiculous.
“You seriously hate me so much you’re willing to get pneumonia, just to prove a point?” I demand. “Because that’s some screwed-up logic you’ve got there.”
“I don’t need your help.” Brit spits back.
“Uh, look around,” I point out. “There’s nobody else for miles, so I’m what you’ve got.” I sigh. I want to turn around, and head out of this godforsaken town as fast as the Camaro will take me, but she looks so small and pale out here on the empty highway, I can’t bear to leave her. “Come on, Brit. You can glare at me in here, you know.”
A fresh gust of wind blows in from the ocean, and Brit shudders. Her pale skin looks scarily white, and she’s clearly freezing to death out there. “That’s it,” I decide, putting on the brakes so the car comes to a stop. “Enough messing around. Just get in the goddamn car!”
Finally Brit gives in. She reaches for the passenger door and yanks it open, sliding into the car and slamming it shut behind her.
Up close, I can see she’s shivering so hard her whole body shakes.
“Jesus, are you crazy?” I put the heater on full, and reach around to the backseat to find a thick college sweater. I pass it to her, worried. “What were you doing out there?”
“Having a spa day, what do you think?” Brit gives me a look as she tugs the sweater over her head.
So that’s how it’s going to be.
I sigh, and put the car back in drive—this time, heading back across the bridge into town. The clouds get darker, and the spatters of rain turn into a thundering downpour against the windscreen. The streets are all empty now, some of the windows on the stores barricaded shut with wooden planks.
“See?” I tell her, squinting to see through the wall of water. “You would have been stuck out in the middle of this.”
“Gee, thanks.” Brit drawls, still bitterly sarcastic. “Next time my jerk-off ex-boyfriend decides to throw me out, I’ll have him do it in tanning weather.”
I look over. “Are you OK?” I ask, concerned. “Did he hurt you?”
“Hurt…?” Brit snorts. “I’d like to see him try.”
“OK…” I shoot her another curious look, but despite the pale skin and last night’s makeup smudged around her eyes, she looks fine.
“Anyway, why should you care?” Brit snaps at me. “It’s not like you’re sticking around. That’s what you’re doing, right? Bailing out of town. Again.”
The twist of vulnerability in her voice sends a stab of regret right through me. So that’s why she’s so mad at me! Four years ago, I was so caught up in my heartbreak over Mom and Emerson, I didn’t stop to think how I was running out on Brit without even a word. We’d hung out a bunch that summer, and although she acted like me and Emerson were an embarrassing drag, I know she looked up to me, like a sister. The way I left wasn’t fair on her.
“I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye,” I tell her quietly, coming to a stop outside the bar.
“Whatever.” Brit shrugs again.
“No, I mean it,” I say, sincere. “I’m sorry.”
“Yeah, well I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.”
I frown. “What do you mean?”
Brit gapes at me. “Are you fucking kidding me? My brother!” She stares at me like I’m the devil and a total moron all rolled into one. “You broke his fucking heart, and I was the one left trying to clean up the mess.”
She grabs her bag, and climbs out of the car, slamming the door behind her. I’m left, dumbstruck in the driver’s seat.
Wait, what?
I scramble to turn off the engine and get out, flinching as the cold rain hits my skin. “Wait!” I hurry after her. “You’ve got it all wrong. That’s not how it happened!”
And it’s definitely not how it happened this time around.
“Oh yeah?” Brit whirls around, furious. “I don’t know what planet you’ve been living on, but that’s exactly what went down. He went into a total fucked-up spiral after you waltzed off out of town four years ago. You didn’t see what you did to him,” she adds, bitter shadows skating across her face. “You don’t know how far he went.”
I shake my head, furious. “But he’s the one who broke up with me! He just did it, all over again!”
“And you let him!” Brit cries. She tries to walk away again, but I grab her arm, pulling her back.
“What the hell are you talking about?” I demand. “Explain, now.”
Brit rolls her eyes again, rubbing her arm. “Like you don’t know.”
“I don’t!” I yell over the sound of the downpour, totally confused now. “Emerson was the one who ended things! He dumped me right after my mom’s funeral, told me it was all over, and that he didn’t love me anymore!” My voice breaks on the last word of my humiliating confession, echoing in the pouring rain of the parking lot.
Brit stares at me, amazement falling over her face. “You really don’t know, do you?” she whispers.
I feel a rush of blood pounding through me. What’s she talking about? What does she know?
“Tell me,” I beg her. “Please, I don’t know anything!”
Brit stares at me a moment. “Wait here,” she orders, before suddenly turning and racing off, up the outside stairs that lead to the apartment above the bar.
I watch her go, helpless. I don’t know what’s going on here, but I know it has to be something big. Something about Emerson.
My heart races. Was there a reason he ended things that I don’t know about? What possible excuse could he have for breaking my heart? Even though I know it’s stupid, I feel a ray of hope. If he was hurt after the breakup, then I must have meant something to him after all—enough to mourn for, if not enough to love.
I wait anxiously for Brit to come back down. I have so many more questions for her, I don’t even know where to start, but as the seconds tick past, and water soaks me completely, I feel more and more on edge. She told me to wait, but should I go up there after her? What if it was just a cruel prank, to get back at me as some kind of revenge?
My nerves tie themselves in knots, until finally, the apartment door opens, and Brit hurries back down the stairs.
“You need to talk to me!” I hurry forwards to meet her, words slipping desperately out of my mouth in a babble. “I need to know what happened, please!”
“Here.” Brit holds something out to me. It’s a crumpled envelope, with something written on the front. “This explains everything.”
I take it, still confused. There’s a letter folded up inside, and Emerson’s name is written in cursive on the front. I stuff it quickly under my sweater before the rain can get to it. “What is this?”
“Read it.” Brit tells me. “I don’t know why the stupid jackass didn’t tell you himself, but…” She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s too late for that.”
I stare dumbly at her. “I don’t understand, why are you helping me? I thought you hate me.”
Brit gives me a sharp look. “I love my brother more.” she says fiercely. “And for some reason, he chose you, no matter what he tries to tell himself.”
She turns and stalks away.
I hurry back into the safe dryness of the car, still confused. I pull the letter back out, turning it over in my hands, and that’s when I see it: the lettering making up Emerson’s name. I recognize the handwriting, better than anything.
It’s my mother’s.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
I drive on through Cedar Cove, out to the cliffs that curve around the far side of the bay. Rain lashes at my windscreen, wind howling outside, but every five seconds, I can’t help glancing over to the passenger seat, where the envelope sits beside me. The white square of paper is yellowed and crumpled in places, and looks way too innocent for whatever long-buried secrets it contains.
I grip the steering wheel so tight my knuckles turn white, driving through the rain until I reach the bluffs. I park at the lookout point, safely back from the drop to the ocean, and sit, watching the sea churn and froth in the storm while I huddle here inside.
This is where we scattered my mom’s ashes.
It was a day like this one: cloudy and cold, but I didn’t feel the bite of the wind as we stood there.
I couldn’t feel anything at all.
Mom had said in her will, she didn’t want to be buried. She liked the idea of going back into the earth, in a way: becoming a part of the ocean, and the trees, and the beach again. I thought it would be healing somehow, to see the cycle of life revolve. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. But when Dad emptied out the urn, it didn’t seem real to me: that my flesh-and-blood mother could be reduced to a couple of handfuls of dirt. I watched the ashes dance and skip in the wind for a moment, and then she was gone.
Just, gone.
Except, now I have something of her again. This mysterious letter to Emerson.
I reach for it, tracing my fingertips over the edge of the paper. By the end of that summer, we were fighting all the time. I was so head-over-heels in love with Emerson, I didn’t care about anything, as long as I would be with him. I was ready to tear up all my old plans. It seemed so romantic: just the two of us, together, building a life on our own. We would figure it out, to hell with what my parents said. I remember Mom, begging and pleading with me not to gamble everything on him. It tore her apart when I told her everything was going to change. We spent so much of her final days yelling at each other, my heart aches to think of it now.
All that time wasted, that I’ll never get back.
When she died, I felt the guilt cut through me like a thousand sharp blades, but I was determined I’d made the right decision. Emerson was all that mattered now, the only one I had left in the world—at least, that’s what I thought.
Until the terrible afternoon he walked away and left me there, broken in the rain, and proved her right after all
It takes a moment to gather all my courage before I finally ease it the envelope open and pull out the folded page inside.
The paper crackles as I unfold it, and I inhale in a sharp rush of air. My heart contracts with a deep ache seeing her familiar cursive loop, slanted across the page.
Mommy…
I feel the tears pool in my eyes, and I have to wipe them away with the sleeve of my hoodie before I can focus enough to read.
Dear Emerson,
I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye this summer. You have to understand, I love my daughter more than anything, and I only want the best for her. It breaks my heart to watch her talk about delaying college, and staying here in Cedar Cove with you. This isn’t down to you—I’ve come to see that you love her deeply, in your way, which is why I’m begging you to stop her from making this mistake. She is on the verge of becoming a woman, with a bright future ahead of her. She can have anything she wants: make a career for herself, be independent, and see the world. She can make a happy, stable life far beyond anything I can hope for her. But if she stays here with you, then all of that will be wasted.
She loves you, we both know that. But you and I also both know that staying here with you would ruin her. She may think this is what she wants now, but there’s nothing for her in this town, you have to see. Ask yourself, is this the life you’d choose for her? Is it really everything she deserves? I chose to give up everything for her father over twenty years ago, and there’s not a day that passes when I wish I hadn’t chosen differently.
Juliet is stubborn, she wouldn’t listen to me. I can’t stay to make her understand: once I’m gone, that falls to you. I beg you again, if you love her, don’t let her throw her life away. She will resent you for it soon enough, trust me on that.
I’m putting my faith in you to do what’s right. Please. If you love her the way you claim to do, give her the life she deserves.
Yours,
Jeanette.
I lower the letter, my hands shaking.
I can’t believe it.
This is the reason for my heartbreak and pain? I’m stunned, and dazed, realization washing over me in a wave of clarity. All this time, I believed what Emerson told me that day: that love wasn’t enough. But in a twisted way, he broke things off that summer because he loved me. Because it was my mom’s dying wish. And all this time, he never told me.
He never told me!
I’m reeling. It still doesn’t make sense to me, but looking back now at that final, terrible fight, I can see. How agonized he looked, pulling away from me. How my insults about him being just like his parents must have struck, so harsh and close to home.
He was hurting me to protect me. He was trying to do the right thing.
And now he’s doing the exact same thing, all over again.
My heart splits in two for him. What must it have cost him, to do this for my mom? He must have known I could never have walked away from him, not even if he’d begged. That’s why he acted so cold and harsh to me—not because I wasn’t enough for him, but because he believed I was too good, that I deserved a life without him.
He loved me so much, he let me go.
I feel tears come again, but this time, they’re happy ones: hot with relief, and joy, and the faint edge of bittersweet regret. I think of my mom, even at the end, trying to make a better life for me.
I can’t blame her for this, I understand completely. She gave up everything for Dad, after all. She was planning on going to nursing school when she met him: a dashing foreign exchange student. But he had dreams of being a writer, and so she delayed all her own plans to get a steady job and support them both. Somehow, ‘next year’ never came. She got pregnant with Carina, and then me, and Dad’s debts started piling up, and by then she was too busy desperately trying to hold our family together to pay attention to the plans she’d made for herself.
She built her whole life around him, hanging on to every word. She loved him so much, even when the drinking started, even when she knew it was destroying her.
He was everything to her, and it was her downfall. She thought Emerson would be the same for me, but it’s not true: in letting me go, he proved how different he is. He made the sacrifices for my sake that my Dad never even considered: putting my happiness above everything, even his own heartbreak.
I sob with joy. He loved me!
And maybe he still does now.
I cling to that precious hope like it’s a firefly in the dark night of my soul. I knew he couldn’t mean it, all the things he said today. Not when his body told me a different story last night. He was just trying to get me to leave town again, the same as four years ago. He thinks I’m still better off without him, as if a life without his love is worth anything at all.
I let him push me away once. I can’t make the same mistake again.
I take a shaky breath and put the car in drive, circling carefully back around the lookout point and down the cliff road into town. The storm is howling around me, winds blowing so hard I can feel the car rock. I feel a tremor of panic seeing the rain gush down the steep hill, but I force myself to stay calm, and slowly inch my way back to town.
I drive the empty streets, eyes peeled for Emerson’s truck, but when I get to Jimmy’s Tavern, the parking lot is empty. Damn! I get out of the car, racing up the stairs to the apartment, and hammering on the door, but there’s no answer. Even Brit must be somewhere, sheltering from the storm. I go back down to the car, slamming the door quickly against the pouring rain.
The wind is blowing flat out now, sending rain in horizontal slashes across the street, and bending the trees almost double. A newspaper stand suddenly flies down the sidewalk, bouncing past the car and slamming hard into the wall with a crash. I jerk back in my seat, my heart skipping a beat. It’s crazy out there now: going into full-on hurricane territory, but I still don’t quit. I drive every street in town, desperate to find him.
I don’t care about the storm, or my wet clothes, or anything except looking Emerson straight in the eye and telling him I love him—and that I’m not giving up this time.
My determination grows, but there’s still no sign of him, until eventually, I take the turn-off to head back to the beach house. Maybe he didn’t even stick around in town; maybe he got the hell out, away from the storm, like any sane person would.
It’s too late to even think about taking that exposed coastal highway, so I drive back to the house at a snail’s pace, flinching every time I hear the trees crack and sway above the road. The street here is already messy with broken branches and debris blow in from the beach, but I make it to the turning OK. Then I find a downed tree: the long truck splayed right across the road. There’s no driving over it; my Camaro won’t make the obstacle.
I pull over at the side of the road and quickly grab my purse from the backseat. I get out, and clamber over the tree, scraping my hands on the bark, but making it over OK. The beach house is just a little ways further, and I fight my way through the rain, struggling to stay upright against the powerful gusts of wind. Grandpa built a storm cellar in the basement, and I know, I just have to make it a little further to shelter, safe from the winds.
And then I see it: the distant flash of blue. Emerson’s truck, in the driveway.
My heart leaps.
I fly down the rest of the road, skidding in the mud as I race up the drive. “Emerson!” I scream, my voice lost in the wind. “Where are you?!”
I try the front door, but the house is still locked tight like I left it. I circle the house, wondering where he could possibly be. Then I see the door to my photography shed flung wide open. I race over, just as Emerson emerges.
He’s soaked through, fighting against the storm, clutching a box and handfuls of my black and white prints that scatter and whip across the yard in the wind.
“Emerson!” I cry.
He looks up, and his jaw goes slack as he sees me.
“Jules!” he yells back, struggling to be heard. “What the hell are you doing here? You need to get inside, now!”
I shake my head, coming closer. “I know!” I scream. “About my mom, and the letter. I know why you left!”
Emerson goes still. He stares at me, rain dripping down from his hair and running down the strong, chiseled planes of his face. His eyes meet mine, and I see realization flare, deep in those beautiful blue pools.
“I know everything!” I yell again. “It’s why you left me, isn’t it? Because she asked you to.”
Emerson closes his eyes a moment, and when he opens them, the fierce devotion there takes my breath away. “She was right!” he tells me, “You deserve more than this!”
“Stop saying that!” I yell. I lunge forwards, taking hold of his arms, gripping him tight as I stare intently up at him. His skin is chilled, but the body beneath that soaking shirt is hot, radiating a warmth that burns right through me.
“I love you!” I yell, pouring my heart into every syllable. “All I ever wanted is you! I came back for you, I won’t let you push me away again. I still love you!”
Emerson stares back at me, his expression gripped with anguish. I can see the war raging in his eyes between the truth he’s told himself for so long, and everything I’m saying now.
“You don’t mean it,” he shakes his head, trying to break away. “You can’t!”
“I do!” I yell, holding him tighter. The storm is raging around us, and I’m wet through, but it’s nothing compared to the whirlwind of emotions beating hard in my chest. “Believe me!” I insist, blinking rain and tears from my eyes. “You made the choice for me, four years ago. Well this is my choice!”
“Tell me!” I demand, so close now. “Tell me how you feel, for real this time. No lies! Because whatever happens, I’m yours. I’ll always be yours!”
This time, my words break through. I see the last defenses in his eyes come crashing down. With a growl, Emerson throws the box to the side and sweeps me into his arms.
“I love you.” Emerson chokes out, his voice thick with passion. “I never stopped loving you! Not even when you were gone, not one single day.”
His lips crash against mine with the force of a thousand hurricanes as he clutches my body against his chest, tangling his fingers through my wet hair, and claiming me with a heart-stopping, life-changing, all-consuming kiss.
I cling to him with everything I have, opening my mouth to him, drowning in the dizzy sensation of his mouth on mine. The storm fades around us, until he’s the only thing left in the world. I can hear nothing but the thunder of our heartbeats, feel only his arms locked tight around me; taste only him.
He’s mine.
Emerson surrounds me, enfolds me, and I give him everything, showing him the depth of my emotions until we surface, gasping.
“You came back for me…” Emerson whispers, full of wonder. He cups my face with infinite tenderness, a look of sheer amazement in his eyes. “I can’t believe you came back for me.”
“Always!” I promise fiercely.
I reach for him again, but suddenly, there’s a deafening crack, and a shot of lightening splinters from the sky, hitting one of the trees in the yard.
“Get back!” Emerson yells, hurling himself in front of me and pushing us back. The tree sounds a creak, and then falls, slamming to the ground just inches from where we were standing.
I clutch him in panic.
“Into the house!” Emerson orders.
“The storm cellar!” I yell. “This way, come on!”
“But your photos…” Emerson looks around. The prints are whipping in the wind around us, confetti in the storm.
“There’s no time, come on!” I grab his hand and pull him after me, racing back across the yard and over to the cellar door. It’s rusted and old, but Emerson heaves it open, and pushes me inside before following and slamming the door shut above us, plunging us into dark.
He bolts it shut, breathing heavily. “Your grandpa built it pretty solid. We should be safe here until the storm passes.”
I feel for the light switch on the wall, but when I flip it, nothing happens. “Nobody’s been down here in years,” I say. “Wait, there should be a flashlight and supplies down here somewhere.”
Emerson uses his cellphone to light the room with an electric glow. I look around. There’s a narrow futon in the corner, and some old canned goods stacked beside a truck. I open it, and find candles and matches inside, with an old woolen blanket. I throw the blanket over the futon, and light the candles, bathing the room in a dim, flickering glow.
“Cosy,” Emerson grins, and in the candlelight, I see his eyes on mine, dark with meaning. I feel a rush of emotion—and anger.
“What were you even doing out there?” I demand, realizing for the first time how dangerous it was for Emerson to be outside. I feel a chill of fear, just thinking about it. The lightening, the tree… To have come so close to being reunited, only to have him torn away! “You could have been hurt, or worse…!”
“Your photographs,” he answers. “I know how much they mean to you. I didn’t want you to lose them.”
“I don’t care about the photos, I can print new ones!” I cry, “I can’t find another you!”
My voice is frenzied in the small cellar. Right away, Emerson is by my side again, holding me close, stroking my hair as he whispers, “Shh, it’s OK. I’m here. Everything’s going to be alright.”
I melt against him, holding tight. How could I have come so close to losing this? To just packing up my car and driving away, as if I’d ever find another man like him.
As if I’d ever find a love so true.
I lift my head. “Promise me you’ll never push me away again,” I demand. “I mean it, Emerson, whatever happens, we face it together. I can’t take losing you, not again.”
“I promise,” he swears, and I can tell from the intensity in his eyes, he means every word.
“Because I’m not leaving you,” I vow. “Nothing you say will ever make me turn around and walk away. I’m yours. Forever.”
“Forever,” his whisper echoes my promise, and then his lips find mine in a tender kiss.
I fall into him, Emerson’s tongue making a slow, languid discovery of my mouth while his hands gently trace outline of my jaw, down across my shoulders and each arm. Then he pulls back, his eyes finding mine before he lifts my hands to his lips, pressing a kiss on each knuckle in turn, and all the while never once breaking his gaze: dark and passionate, and full of intent.
Desire flares through me.
I reach for him again, this time kissing him hot and fierce, burying my fingers in his hair and arching up against his body. I want all of him, everything, for our bodies to seal the sacred pact we’ve made with words. I feel him hard against me, and I gasp, heat pooling low between my thighs. Emerson groans, suddenly gripping my ass and lifting me so I can wrap my legs around his waist. He backs across the cellar, collapsing down on the futon so I’m straddling him on his lap.
I grind against him, kissing down his neck as I greedily run my hands across his chest, clawing the wet shirt away from his skin and tearing it over his head. This is it, right here: everything I ever wanted.
How could I have ever thought I could be without him?
Emerson’s hands are heaven as they blaze across my wet skin. He rips away my hoodie and tank, pulling my damp bra aside to close his mouth, hot around my breast. His tongue rasps across my nipple, and I cry out, closing my eyes in ecstasy as I arch again, thrusting madly against his lap, desperate for the friction to ease the ache that writhes at the very heart of me.
Only Emerson can do this to me. Only Emerson can ever satisfy this wild desire.
He finally lifts his head from my breasts, gasping, and lifts me off his lap, setting me down on my feet again. My legs are so weak with desire I have to clutch his shoulders to stay standing as he undoes my jeans with sure fingers, and then inches them down over my legs, wet and sticking to my skin. He rests his forehead on my bare stomach a moment, breath hot against my panties, and every new exhale sparks shivers of longing through my system. The electricity spirals and swoops, setting all my nerve-endings on edge and shooting back to center on one small, aching point between my thighs.
I let out a desperate moan, and Emerson tugs my panties down. I sway against him, closer, and then he touches his tongue against me, the warmth sending a shudder through my entire body.
Oh my God!
He licks at me, swirling his tongue softly around my tender core until I’m sobbing and helpless, totally undone. Then he grips my thighs and lifts me, turning to lay me down on the narrow futon. The mattress is ancient, and creaks in protest, but I’m too far gone to care.
The hurricane rages on overhead, but right here, we’re in the eye of the storm. Nothing but the two of us, and this love burning, bright between our bodies.
Emerson strips off his jeans and underwear, then kneels on the bed beside me, totally naked. I rise up and take his face in both hands, landing a dozen tiny kisses on his brow, his nose, his glorious cheekbones. My heart leaps at the sight of him poised over me, his taut muscles glowing golden in the candlelight. God, I could look at him forever, just drinking in the magnificent curves of his torso, like a Greek statue, made flesh…
Look later, an aching voice whispers. Now, you need to feel him. Every inch.
I lay back, pulling Emerson down with me as I spread my thighs wider for him. He braces himself above me, and I arch up, breathless, waiting for the rough slam of his body invading mine, but then Emerson stops, pinning my hips down and holding me in place, out of reach. I let out a cry of confusion, but he holds back, dropping his lips to meet mine so tenderly, it takes my breath away.
He enters me slowly, inch by tortuous inch.
“This is my favorite place in the world,” Emerson’s voice is low, thick with desire. “Right here. In you.”
I gasp, feeling him slide inside me, filling me up, making my blood boil and my veins itch with a thick, velvet longing. I whimper, overcome with pleasure, my body clenching around him, drowning in sensation.
“Jules,” he whispers, low and aching, and when I open my eyes, I find his face above mine: his gaze fixed, blazing deep into me. “Stay with me,” he gasps, eyes not wavering from mine as he slowly withdraws, and then inches back inside me.
I moan, gasping for air. The pleasure is rising in me, circling higher with every long, slow surge. I writhe beneath him, wrapping my legs around his thighs to give him deeper access as we find our rhythm, rocking in slow, mindless strokes that set every nerve ablaze, a dark fire licking up my body, dancing across my skin.
It’s exquisite agony, the thickness sliding deep inside me, the damp, hot slick of his body against mine. Emerson groans my name, over and over, capturing my lips again in searing kisses that smooth away every cruel word we’ve ever said; all the years of heartbreak. The past melts away under his touch, leaving nothing but right here. Now.
There.
I cry out, my body aching for release, the flames climbing higher. Emerson’s eyes darken. He thrusts again, harder, growling against my ear as our bodies surge faster. I arch up, sobbing, clawing at his broad shoulders, grinding my hips against him as our breath becomes frenzied, each new pulse and spark sending me closer, pulling me tauter, hurtling me deeper into the infinity of his eyes, and lips, and body rocking up into—
“Emerson!” I scream, shattering. He cries my name, surging inside of me, his body shuddering over and over as I break open, free-falling down into the dark folds of ecstasy, clutching him to me for dear life as the waves of pleasure rip through my very soul.
When I surface, I’m laying in his arms, my body scooped safe against the curve of his torso. I exhale, long and shaky.
“Hey,” I feel his whisper in my ear. I turn my head, so I’m looking back at him.
“Hey yourself,” I grin. My body is still shivering with aftershocks, sensitive to every gentle caress of his fingertip. I snuggle back, pulling his arms tighter around me. “You think the storm’s over yet?”
“Which one?” Emerson laughs, a low vibrating rumble against my back.
I flip over, so our faces are laying just inches apart. “Well, this one seems pretty calm to me,” I smile, intertwining my fingers with his and dropping tiny kisses over the bank of his hand.
“Give me a couple of minutes, and we’ll see,” Emerson winks.
I laugh, feeling a blissful calm settle over me. It’s not just the afterglow, no, this is something deeper: the sure knowledge that this man is my everything. Always.
“Forever,” Emerson says softly, as if he can see it in my eyes. He circles his thumb and forefinger and gently slides them over the ring finger of my left hand.
My heart stops.
“Are you…?” the words fade on my lips, but inside, I’m flying again. I check Emerson’s face again, but all I find is certainty.
Certainty, and love.
He glances down, bashful. “I know, I don’t have—“
“Yes!” I cry, smothering him with a kiss, as if there could ever be enough kisses in the world for this man. “Yes, of course I will!”
“You didn’t let me finish.” Emerson protests, but he keeps a hold of my finger, eyes burning with joy. “I was going to say… I’m with you. Anywhere you want to go, anything you want to do. I’m there.”
I feel tears well up, joyful and true. I cradle our hands against my heart, so happy, I feel as if it will burst right out of my chest. “I don’t know yet, what I want to do,” I admit. “Only that it’ll be with you.”
“First, you’ve got college to finish.” He points out, “Then… We could move to the city,” he suggests. “Come back here for summer vacations, if you want.”
I shake my head slowly, letting out a sigh of regret. “It’s too late. Dad sold the house already, it’ll probably be razed to the ground in a week.”
“Not if the new owner has anything to say about it.” Emerson’s smile is full of secrets. I frown.
“What are you talking about?”
He kisses me. “It’s mine. Well, ours. I bought it for you.”
My mouth drops open. Emerson leans in to kiss me again, but I pull back, my mind reeling. “What? I don’t understand…” I blink at him, amazed. “But, where did you get the money? Emerson! You can’t afford this!”
“Sure I can,” he shrugs, still grinning. “I sold half the bar to Garrett, and your Dad will tell you, I drive a hard bargain. I got it for a song.”
My tears come again. “You bought me a house,” I whisper, amazed. “I can’t believe it. Nobody’s ever done something like that for me.”
“Get used to it.” Emerson cradles my cheeks in his hands. “I’m going to love you forever, Juliet McKenzie. And I’m going to spend every day proving you’re the only one.”
“You don’t have anything to prove,” I whisper, “You’re my hurricane, Emerson Ray. I’ll always be yours.”


AFTER
We stay in the cellar until the next morning, breathing promises into each other’s bodies; tracing the future across our naked skin. When we emerge from the shelter out into the bright light of day, the storm has passed, but the damage is strewn all across the property.
“Oh!” I cry with disappointment, taking in the felled trees splayed on the ground, and the wreckage of roof tiles and storm windows, broken on the ground. My photography studio is nothing but firewood, shelves thrown clear across the yard, prints scattered and dancing on the breeze.
“Shh,” Emerson holds me close, surveying the scene. “Don’t you see, it’s still standing. It’ll take more than a little storm to tear this one down.”
He’s right. The porch chairs may be broken, and the window smashed open, but the bones of the old beach house are still standing, solid and true, ready to weather another hundred hurricanes.
Unbroken.
“Ready to get started?” I ask.
“Hell yeah. “He turns and gives me a heart-stopping smile. This is mine, I realize in wonder. For the rest of my days, I get that smile, and those eyes, and so much more, a lifetime with the man I’ve loved completely since the day we met.
I take his hand, and we walk together into our tomorrow.
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